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Chapter One
 
 
The baby cried again, the pitiful sob’s volume piercing the wall separating the captain’s apartment from the one next door. He usually cranked up the game to block the intrusion, but the hiccupy-cough punctuating the weeping seized him. Hitting pause on the remote, Captain Joe Cooper sat forward on his sofa and listened. The bawl rose again, and he could barely make out the woman’s soothing hums. Stress elongated every sound.
His new neighbors had arrived a few days before, but he barely saw the mother or her baby despite how often he heard them. He didn’t know where her husband was or why they were there, but he couldn’t ignore the lonely echo in the baby’s cries. Not anymore. Setting the remote down, he pulled his wheelchair closer and hit the lock on the wheel brakes. Muscles straining in his arms, he lifted himself off the sofa and slid onto the chair. Six weeks after graduating from the electric to the manual and he was a damn expert in maneuvering into and out of his wheeled shackles. The sparse apartment didn’t offer much in the way of a challenge, but he didn’t complain. The automated chair limited his physical movements and encouraged his back to heal.
His back twinged but the brace holding him together kept his spine straight. The heavy cast made it harder to maneuver his right leg, and he lifted his thigh to fit the cast on the footrest. His legs and torso suffered from mild atrophy despite constant physical therapy. Only so much his damaged lower body could perform.
Settled, he released the brake, spun and wheeled for the door. Exiting the apartment used to be a bitch. Once outside on the concrete walk, he pulled the door closed behind him and rolled to the next door. The infant’s squalls increased—and the little catch hitting in the middle of the scream got longer. His sister’s kids sounded like that sometimes—usually when they were teething or gassy—but something was off in this cry. He hesitated; his neighbor might not appreciate the intrusion. On the other hand he couldn’t ignore the potential need for help.
Decided, he knocked on the door.
The baby’s cries continued, but the door didn’t open. He glanced up at the peephole. She probably couldn’t see him.
“Ma’am, I’m Captain Cooper, your neighbor. Joe Cooper. I wanted to make sure everything was okay and see if you needed anything.” His mouth twisted into a faint grimace, he sounded so patronizing.
The door cracked open and a doe-eyed blonde peeked out. She braced her foot against it, but he could make out her soft silhouette and hesitant expression. Even in the low illumination of the porch light, the sadness in her eyes punched him in the gut.
Joe tipped his head and smiled gently. “Good evening.”
Her gaze dropped to meet his and her eyes widened. Yes, he was in a wheelchair. The door opened wider. A big black man in a wheelchair wasn’t a threat. He pushed aside his bitterness. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, you’re not a mind reader.
“I’m—we’re fine. Thank you, Captain Cooper.” The milk and honey softness in her voice never rose as she rocked the baby. “She’s having a hard time sleeping.”
“I hear that. Anything I can do? My oldest nephew—he was a colicky thing. Spent one whole leave walking him around my mother’s house.” And he over-shared, but the skittishness skating across the woman’s features forced the confession.
“No—it’s—we’ll be fine. I’m sorry she bothered you.” She withdrew.
“Not a bother. Really, I know she’s been having trouble sleeping….” He didn’t want to end the conversation. At her swift frown, he motioned toward his apartment. “I’m home a lot and awake a lot, so I hear her when she’s not feeling well.”
She winced and he sighed. Way to go, Coop. Make her feel bad because you can hear her baby. “Not that I mind. Actually it’s kind of nice, and you have a beautiful voice.” And that’s not creepy at all.
Her cheeks went rosy and she let go of the door to shift the baby. The cries softened to hiccups. “Thank you.” The words cost her, but he’d pay money to slug whoever put that deer-in-headlights look in her eyes. “We’re scheduled to be at the hospital tomorrow for another assessment….”
“Is she okay?” He frowned.
“She will be.” Her tone lacked the conviction of her words. “The doctors seem pretty certain, and I’ve heard great things about the physicians at Mike’s Place.”
She’d heard right. Mike’s Place offered a great medical and physical facility for recovering veterans and their families. He was glad the baby had an appointment there.
“They’re damn good.” What was wrong with her baby? Where the hell was her husband? And why is any of this your concern? He ignored the niggling mental voice. Exhaustion rimmed her eyes, light from her living room highlighting the deep shadows underscoring them. He hadn’t seen or heard a male voice in the apartment in the week since they'd arrived.
“Thank you. I’m sorry again she bothered you. I’ll take her back into the bedroom and settle her down.” She started to nudge the door closed, and he put a hand on the wood.
“I’m right next door, if you need anything, Mrs….” The obvious fishing attempt for her name lacked his usual finesse.
“Melody—Melody Carter.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m a little muddled right now. I should have introduced myself.”
“No worries at all, Mrs. Carter. And I mean it. You need anything, just knock on the wall. I’ll come right over.”
She gave him another tentative smile and closed him out. He turned the chair around and shook his head. Yeah, she’s really going to ask for a complete stranger to rush over and help. Still….
He shoved the thought aside. Awareness slid over his skin. She watched him from the other side of the door. The baby had quieted while they spoke, but the back of his neck itched as though he could feel her staring at him, waiting. For what? He wasn’t sure. Gripping the wheels, he rolled back toward his apartment. Plenty of time left on the game and it wasn’t like he had anywhere else to be.
Standing—pain twisted in his soul—sitting watch didn’t bother him. He would be sure to sleep in the living room. Sure, she’d knock on the wall and ask his broken ass for help.
Uh huh, and how many beers did we drink tonight? It took a bit of effort to get over the little bump into his apartment, but instead of shifting back onto the sofa, he reclaimed the remote and stayed in the wheelchair.
She might knock.
Yep.
She might.
 
***
 
Melody leaned against the bathroom counter, eyes half-closed. She brushed her teeth slowly and thoroughly. It took every ounce of energy she possessed to keep the brush moving. Focusing on the task, she resisted the urge to slide down the wall because she desperately needed more sleep. Unfortunately, she didn’t have time. Libby’s next battery of tests was scheduled in an hour.
Peeling her eyes open, she glanced in the bedroom. The light was almost too much and left her tearing up. Squinting, she studied the baby and waited until she saw the slight rise and fall of her chest before letting out a relieved breath. Her daughter never slept well, but sometimes when she did, she stopped breathing.
At sixteen weeks, her failure to thrive left her nearly as tiny as when she was born. The doctors at Mike’s Place seemed assured and confident they could repair her angel’s broken heart. The apnea monitor helped. It set off alarms to alert her if the baby stopped breathing, but it didn’t matter. She needed the reassurance only her own eyes and ears could provide.
Rinsing her mouth, Melody switched to washing her face. She would have preferred a shower, but she couldn’t hear Libby over the water. Ten minutes later, she padded into the kitchen and poured a cup of the stoutest, blackest, double-brewed coffee she could stomach then fixed a bottle. She moved swiftly, allowing no more than two minutes to get back to where Libby slept. They had thirty minutes before the shuttle would arrive to pick them up. The lack of a car had bothered her when they’d first arrived, but the continued sleep deprivation made driving unwise.
Bottle ready, diaper bag packed, face washed, hair pulled back into a tight braid, and clean clothes made her feel almost human. The coffee took care of the rest. Every swallow strengthened her resolve and bolstered her against the waves of fatigue. She really couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten a decent night’s sleep.
Was there a last time?
Her cell phone buzzed and she pulled it out of her pocket. The text message reminded her she had five minutes until the shuttle arrived. She blinked at her half-empty cup. Maybe she finally mastered the art of sleeping with her eyes open. Draining the coffee, she left the mug next to the bed and slid the diaper bag over her shoulder before scooping Libby up. The infant wrinkled her face but didn’t open her eyes. Melody cradled her, snuggling and making sure the blanket wasn’t too tight.
Leaving the apartment, she locked up and turned to find her neighbor locking his door. He caught sight of her and grinned. The curve of his lips deepened the dimples in his cheeks and turned his pleasant face into something positively handsome.
And kind.
“Good morning.” His deep baritone hummed over her senses. She appreciated the low-voiced greeting.
“Good morning.” She wanted to say something more, but her brain locked up around the words. He eased his wheelchair back until nearly off the sidewalk and motioned for her to precede him. Biting her lip, she found a small smile for him. “Thank you.” Her heartbeat accelerated and sweat cooled her spine. She didn’t hug the wall, but couldn’t help needing more distance between them.
The wheels made the faintest squeaking noise after she passed, and she glanced back to see him following her down the path toward the parking lot. Maybe she should have offered to push. He wore an olive green T-shirt and a matching pair of slacks, though they were cut up the side of the large cast encasing his right leg from mid-thigh to his toes.
He—Joe, he said his name was Joe—met her gaze and gave her another easy smile. His eyes crinkled at the corners and the dimple in his cheek deepened. The sidewalk widened and she eased back her hurried pace to let him catch up.
“I’m sorry. I’m not the best company this morning.”
“No worries, ma’am. Little ones take a lot out of a body.” The buttery softness of his voice washed over her like a soothing balm—like the night before when he knocked on her door and introduced himself. He scared the hell out of her because she liked talking to him. A total stranger and she’d enjoyed five minutes of banal conversation.
I must be tired. I have no idea what I’m feeling from one moment to the next. As if summoned by the thought, fatigue wavered through her and she stumbled. The diaper bag swung down her arm. She couldn’t catch it and hold the baby at the same time. Joe stopped the bag’s arc, and gave her a chance to catch her balance.
“May I?” He offered, hanging onto the linen satchel. May he what…? He wanted to carry it for her and she winced. It was heavy and he…. “I have plenty of room and then you don’t have to worry about it taking you off balance again.”
The sound logic quashed her natural objections. She shifted Libby carefully and let the strap fall off her arm. Her internal alarms sounded. Giving him the opportunity to help didn’t give him some kind of power over her, but her gut tightened at the surrender of her possession.
He settled it against his lap and nodded encouragingly. “Point me to your car….”
“Oh, I don’t drive. Well, I do but I’m not driving here. I’m actually only staying here for a few weeks and I’m waiting for the shuttle.” She tacked the last on with a grimace. “And apparently I’m as muddleheaded for real as I feel. Sorry. Thank you. The shuttle is scheduled to pick us up here in about….” She couldn’t see her watch.
“Two minutes.” The captain supplied. “I’m waiting for the same shuttle.” His warm brown gaze turned studious. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. It’s for Libby…they have great specialists here. You?” She could have bitten her tongue for the question. The man is in a wheelchair for crying out loud.
“Time for my weekly checkup, ma’am.” If he thought her an idiot, he didn’t show it. They arrived at the curb where the shuttle would pick them up and waited. The sixty degree temperature offered no chill and only the slightest of breezes to stir the muggy air. Overhead, deep gray clouds hid the sun. In fact, the only real sign of winter lay in the lack of leaves on the tree and the yellow grass.
“It’s odd, isn’t it?” Captain Joe pulled her attention back to him.
“What is?”
“The weather.” He canted his head, following her skyward gaze. “It looks like it’ll storm….”
“…but it’s not going to.” She nodded. “It’s been like this for the last couple of days. They keep warning about possible freezing temperatures.” She tried to keep the scoff out of her voice.
Captain Joe didn’t bother. He snorted. “Yeah, sixty is nowhere near freezing.”
“No. It’s not. It snowed at home today.” She couldn’t quite contain the wistfulness from her voice.
“It’s a balmy twenty at home today for me.” His sigh echoed her sentiment.
She couldn’t stop herself. “Where is home?”
“Upstate New York. Been a while since I was there, but I remember the shoveling….”
“Snow angels.”
“Snowball fights.”
They both laughed and Libby stirred at the muted sound. Melody eased her grip and hummed until the baby’s wrinkled face smoothed. “I miss it.”
“Me, too. Where’s home for you?”
“Philadelphia.” Not that she’d spent much time there in the last six years. She moved whenever Tuck received a new assignment, always on her own, always in a new place, never quite fitting in—never daring in case anyone found out. Her brief respite of laughter died.
“Hard to be far from home.” He lifted his hand as though about to pat her arm. Her heart froze in her chest and she held her breath. The captain hesitated and tapped the chair instead. She let out the breath slowly.
“Yes.” Tremors shook her and it took effort to keep a calm expression. “I’m used to it, I’m afraid.”
“Me, too.” Of course he was. The dog tags, the Marine green, the tight cropped black hair dusting his rich brown head. The wheelchair and cast didn’t disguise the Marine in the man sitting next to her. She stole a glance at his left hand. No ring.
Frowning at her thoughts, she stared at the parking lot, relieved—and a little disappointed—when she caught sight of the white shuttle.
“Saved by our ride.” His gentle humor eased the bundle of nerves knotting in her belly.
She still had to survive the ride to the medical center and fumbled for more words, but her tongue seemed to be stuck in neutral mode.
The van rolled up and the driver, a big man, hopped out. He gave Joe a quick handshake. She retreated back a step, keeping her distance. “Good morning, Captain Anderson, Mrs. Carter….”
She barely heard the rest of the words. Plastering a polite smile to her lips took every ounce of her energy. She waited while the driver set her bag inside and loaded Joe’s wheelchair with a hoist. Only after the two men were near the back of the van did she ease inside, choosing to sit in the third row closer to Joe’s wheel chair rather than the row right behind the driver.
Breathe…. Repeating the mantra helped, and thankfully Libby slept through the whole ordeal.
“He’s a friendly,” Joe murmured when the van door closed. The driver was still outside.
“I know.” Her emotions screeched, denying the words. It didn’t matter. It was a ten-minute ride to the center. She could handle it. I survived eight years with Tuck; I can survive ten minutes with strangers.
He’s a friendly. They’re both friendlies. No one is going to hit us….


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Joe clenched his hands as the shuttle stopped at one of the medical center entrances. It wasn’t his exit, but Mrs. Carter seemed to freeze in place when the driver hopped out to open the door. She paled and kept looking down at the baby. While she didn’t quite gnash her teeth, refusal to move was stamped all over her expression.
The van’s design allowed for loading wheelchairs and securing the wheels, so patients didn’t have to juggle with moving into or out of the vehicle. All the better for his broken back.
“Hey Josh,” he called. “Can you come adjust the wheel? I think it’s loose.”
“Sure thing, Captain.” The former corpsman gave Mrs. Carter a quick grin and loped to the back of the van.
Mrs. Carter didn’t waste any time. As soon as Josh opened the back door, she slid over the seat and scampered out. The diaper bag banged her legs, but she double-timed it for the exit, still cradling her infant daughter in her arms.
Josh touched the wheel. “Captain, its fine.”
“I know. But you made her nervous as hell.” Her reaction said a lot about what was going on in her head. “If you have to give her a ride back, just open the door and keep your distance.”
The corpsman looked from Joe to the medical center entrance and frowned. “I didn’t do anything….”
“I don’t think you have to.” And he left it at that. It wasn’t his business or place to explain, but he couldn’t ignore the tangible fear in her eyes or posture.
“Okay.” The bewildered driver double-checked the wheels and closed up. Fifteen minutes later, Joe wheeled into the cheerful little room—otherwise dubbed the seventh circle of hell with its blue chairs, donuts, coffee and uncomfortable guests—for his sixth group session since beginning rehabilitative therapy.
He still wasn’t impressed.
A number of familiar men and women strolled, limped, and crutched their way through the doors. Three newcomers already occupied seats in the inner circle—two with their own mode of transportation. Amputees. A fist wrapped around his heart. The younger of the pair was missing both legs from the knee down, and the other boasted a prosthetic and a crutch.
“Hey, Captain.” Gunnery Sergeant Jasmine Winters breezed past his chair, giving his shoulder a light squeeze as she strolled over to grab a blue chair and flip it around. She straddled it, the defensive posture one she assumed every week. Like Joe, she faced a lot of choices in her life and while most of her scars remained on the inside, the faint droop to the corner of her mouth and one eye revealed a deeper, more devastating injury.
“No Logan today?” Joe wheeled himself over to sit next to the Gunny.
“Nope. He’s helping Zach out at the field. I had to make up for missing the last group session.” She made a face, but the easy humor lit up her eyes. “What’s your excuse?”
“Week six. Time to talk.” He grimaced and pretended not to see her nod of sympathy. The doc held them to only a few hard and fast rules. The first demanded they listen to every member of group when they talked, whether they had something to offer or not. The second, they show up for their sessions or make it up if they couldn’t. The third was that by week six, participation was no longer voluntary.
The last of their group walked in with the doc, a young man with an inner ear injury and a self-confidence problem. The kid needed to lighten up on himself, but the same drive to excel which made for an excellent Marine didn’t always communicate to an easy recovery.
“Good morning, everyone.” James Westwood followed the circle around, shaking hands, patting shoulders, and meeting each gaze with patience. “How are we today?”
“Running late,” Matt McCall quipped. The younger Marine grabbed the empty chair next to the Gunny.
“Well, so am I. But we’re here now, so let’s dive in. Who wants to get started?”
They began the same way every week. A casual atmosphere, a sense of jittery nerves, and an awkward silence as the newcomers, regulars, and part-timers took each other’s measure. Newcomers rarely said anything and today proved no exception.
Still, at week six Joe had a feeling his was the highest rank in the room, so he raised his hand.
The doc gave him an encouraging nod. “Captain Anderson.”
“Joe.” They were all equals there. They served, they got hurt, they came home and some would serve again—some never would.
“Thanks for kicking us off today, Joe.”
A couple of the newcomers winced at the doc’s choice of words, but Joe grinned. The best part about the doc was he understood loss and uncertainty, but didn’t pander to it. Kicking it off was simply a phrase and didn’t point to a lack of anything. They needed to get used to it—life sure as hell wouldn’t pause for them or pull its punches.
“Hi, I’m Joe.” Lame way to start, but it worked.
“Hi, Joe.” The others chorused in tones varying from wary to warm. They sounded a lot like an AA meeting, but it was an icebreaker.
“I’ve been in this wheelchair about six weeks now, and I have another six to ten in front of me, minimum. They are trying to get my leg to heal correctly, and my spine, but no guarantees on either front. They say I might not walk again, to which I say bullshit. I’ll walk. I’ll run. Then I’ll get my ass back to work.”
“Oorah,” a half dozen members of the group answered. Despite their mixed compliment of services, Marines still made up the majority of that particular groups’ numbers.
“It’s not easy. I’m still getting the hang of maneuvering, and there’s a lot I can’t do from this chair.” He cleared his throat. “Every day is a new trial. Sometimes, I get really pissed that I can’t be more positive about it. I get angry. I get really angry. I know we’re supposed to vent that frustration, make it positive, but I can’t always do that.”
An image of wounded eyes drifted across his mind’s eye. Fear tightened their corners, and her nostrils flared. Exhaustion draped around her like a too-large coat. He curled the fingers of his right hand into a fist. “But I discovered today that being in this chair can be a positive for someone else, and weird as it sounds, that’s my good thought for today.”
“Thanks, Joe.” The doc nodded. “Who’s next?”
And so they went around the room, to the soldier demonstrating he could walk unassisted on his new prosthetic, to the Marine who shared the challenges of recruiting while injured, to the Naval pilot who’d made it all the way to the cockpit before a panic attack hit him. Progress came in all shapes and sizes.
Unsurprisingly, the new arrivals said nothing. They only listened. Ninety minutes later, the group broke with several hurrying over to grab fresh donuts and coffee. Joe waited. The mad dash amused him—particularly when they always brought in enough for everyone.
“How you doing, Joe?” James Westwood dragged a chair over and sat next to him.
“Not bad, Doc. Not bad.” He studied the newer members. Like him, one waited for the crowd to thin around the table. His jaw didn’t relax and his expression never wavered from chiseled stone. “That guy will take some work.”
“Everyone does.”
He recognized that tone, the doc’s ‘we need to talk’ voice. “I’m fine, Doc.” Joe transferred his attention back to the psychologist. “Seriously, I’m fine.”
“Upbeat is good. Focused is good. But you went from zero, to pissed off, to almost relieved in a few seconds.” James tapped his hand against the side of the chair, counting off the ticks in the emotional ping-pong.
He didn’t want to talk about his emotional state. “Doc, what facilities does the medical center offer for children here?” It had bugged him most of the night and again that morning. Mrs. Carter wasn’t active duty, which suggested her spouse might be. She mentioned being there for her daughter, but the baby was so very tiny. In a facility where they treated war wounds, physical and emotional, could they have a pediatric wing?
“Depends. We have the clinic hours for standard checkups, triage for emergency care and a maternity ward—with exactly three patients at the moment. But that can always change.” James studied him. “Why?”
He shook his head, half-thinking to wave away the question but thought better of it. He could ignore a question or refuse to answer one, but lying didn’t sit well with him. Too many years of his mother’s radar and sharp aim—she could ping him from ten feet away with a wooden spoon. If they gave points for accuracy, his mother would hold the world championship cup, twenty years running.
“Neighbor’s baby has something wrong with it. Made me curious.”
“Her or her baby?” Doc kept it casual, pausing to shake Jazz’s hand as she headed out. And again with Matt and two more.
“Both.” Joe answered when they were alone again. “She’s a little rough around the edges.” How did one fish about her husband? Pursuing another man’s wife didn’t sit well with him. I’m not pursuing anything. I’m being neighborly.
“Good.” James rose and motioned to the coffee and donuts. “Looks like the horde left us some. Hungry?”
“Nah, I’m good.” Maybe Mrs. Carter could use some lunch. He glanced at his watch. They had a great cafeteria in the main medical building. If nothing else, he could hold the baby for her while she ate—if she went for it. “Could you do me a favor though?”
“Name it.”
“Make a call and see if a Mrs. Melody Carter is still here at the med center?”
The doc didn’t answer for a long moment. “I can do that. Hang out.”
“Not going anywhere fast.” Joe gave him a quick grin and ignored the fact that his left foot tapped almost impatiently on the wheelchair bar. If she did head home, he could pick something up—course he didn’t know what she liked. Maybe they could split a pizza.
Joe. You’re a fool. The woman’s probably married and exhausted. Why the hell would she want pizza with you? He ignored the snide, little voice. It was nice to have something to look forward to. No reason she might not feel the same.
 
***
 
Libby disliked doctor’s appointments almost as much as her mother. The poking and prodding elicited sad little whimpers and sobs. But Melody walked with her back and forth as the physician consulted with two other doctors in white lab coats. Words like mitral valve stenosis, balloon procedure, and valve replacement floated through their conversation. If not for the pair of nurses also present, she might have lost her mind. The consultation room was large, a table for conferencing sat in one corner, a long sofa tucked against the wall and three oversized chairs filled in the intervening space. The room reminded her of a college dorm—without the smell of dirty socks and bad food.
Melody paced, because it was simply easier to keep moving. She cradled Libby as the baby dozed. She slept so much better when Melody walked.
“Mrs. Carter, would you like me to walk with her for you some? That way you could take a break?” the steel-gray-haired nurse offered. Her name was—Noel? She couldn’t quite remember.
“Thank you. I’m actually kind of used to this now.” And if she stopped moving, she would probably pass out. She needed to stay awake, for Libby. As if she really could sleep with the doctors in the room. The churn in her gut seemed pretty constant now.
“Mrs. Carter?” Doctor Phelps looked more like someone’s grandfather than a physician with his kind-eyed, gentle manner. His younger companions failed to set her at ease.
“Yes?” Eagerness crept through her fatigue.
“We’re agreed. She’s ready to have the surgery now. We’d like to schedule it for later this week. We want to set up a special suite for her intensive care after the surgery.”
Her stomach plummeted. They were ready. Oh God. I’m not. Her heart slammed almost painfully against her ribs.
“You think she’s strong enough for it now?” Every other physician they’d consulted recommended waiting. Waiting, strengthening her, giving her time to grow. Unfortunately, the older she got, the more labored her heart seemed to become.
“We do,” Phelps continued. The doctors flanking him nodded. “The defect is correctable. The best part is we may not have to replace the valve so much as repair the area.” He walked over to the computer and pulled some images up on the screen. The diagram of the heart included labels for all the functioning parts. “Stenosis is a weakening of the heart valve muscle, but in Libby’s case, it’s a failure to fully develop. If we perform an intravenous catheterization, we can add small sutures, here—here—and here.” He tapped the screen. “These sutures would dissolve over time and will require monitoring, but they will provide the support her valve needs and this should encourage growth, development and….”
“And maybe she won’t need another surgery?” Because if she grew and her valves didn’t repair, wouldn’t they be right back there? And will she be able to run and play like all other kids or will she be stuck sitting on the sidelines of life?
“That’s our hope. But this isn’t a guarantee. She could need one surgery with supportive care for the rest of her life, or we could perform this procedure and she will only need checkups. Ideally—and we are agreed on this,” he motioned to his fellows and they both nodded. “Without this surgery, her failure to thrive could lead to further muscle damage in the heart.”
She could die. The cold reality wasn’t unfamiliar, but it didn’t get easier. “Okay.” Her voice didn’t reflect the quaking inside. “What do I need to do?”
“Exactly what you’re doing. We’re going to admit her Monday.”
Oh, God. Three days. Cool sweat slicked her back and a chill stormed through her system.
Doctor Phelps outlined the details, but Melody barely heard him. She turned her attention to the tiny baby in her arms. She had the weekend to hold her and then they would go in to fix her sweet little heart.
“Mrs. Carter?” Noel stood next to her.
“I’m sorry. I think I faded out there.”
The nurse gave her a sympathetic nod. “You did. We want to do a couple of tests—would you allow me to carry her for you? It won’t take long and you can have a moment to contact your family?”
She didn’t have anyone to contact. Her long marriage to Tuck had left her estranged from the friends she’d grown up with and barely speaking to her mother. As for Tuck’s family—she shuddered. She couldn’t reach out to them. No, not when they grieved for the son she was so glad couldn’t touch her again.
“How long?” She didn’t give voice to any of that, but she couldn’t bear to let her little girl go.
“No more than thirty minutes, I promise.” Noel smiled encouragingly. “We’re going right through there.” She gestured to the door to the exam suite. “I want to run an EKG while she sleeps and update her vitals. But you can’t hold her during it—”
“—because it messes up the data.” They would get her heartbeat as well as Libby’s. “That’s fine,” she lied, barely able to quiet the trembling in her hands as she let Noel take the baby. Her arms felt naked. “I’ll get some coffee.”
There was an urn down the hall. The best part of the facility was the location of conveniences on every level. Families could stay close to the patients.
“Sweetie.” Noel tucked the blanket around Libby, holding her close, but gazing at Melody. ’“You need to get some sleep. We’re arranging for a room right next to hers after the surgery. You can sleep there, close enough to be right on site, but you’ll still have time to rest.” The nurse’s words were an order, not an offer.
Melody nodded, easier than arguing, then watched helplessly as they all disappeared into the other room and left her alone. She checked the diaper bag and her wallet inside. Paced the room twice and glanced toward the smoky glass blocking her from her daughter. Impatience wound through her and she forced her legs to carry her out the door. Coffee.
Coffee would give her something to do.
She made it three steps from the room before she realized he sat there. Joe’s wheelchair parked right next to the coffee urn, and he poured a measure of cream into one of the to-go cups. For a fraction of a second, hear heart bounced.
“Hey.” The word slipped out. She was happy to see him—happy and relieved. It made no sense. She didn’t know the man or why he was in the chair. His close cropped hair screamed military, but that didn’t mean anything. She knew that better than most.
“Hey.” His quick, warm smile wrapped her up in welcome. “I’m getting some coffee. Want some?”
“Yes.” She answered without thinking it through, although she had come out for coffee after all. “But I can get it.”
“I don’t mind.” He grabbed a fresh cup, turning the chair with one arm and positioning the cup under the spigot. “Do you like sugar or cream?”
“Yes. But I really shouldn’t have either.”
“Then how about a little of each?”
“Okay.” What the hell was she doing? She walked over and watched as he fixed her coffee, adding one packet each of the cream and sugar before stirring it up and fixing the lid to the top.
“It’s pretty hot, so be careful.” He held the cup out to her. She didn’t know whether to take it or not. Did it suggest something to take the coffee he fixed for her? Or was it just a cup of coffee? I am so fucked up that I am asking myself this. Determined to shake off her fugue, she focused on the present and accepted the cup. A tickle of electricity zinged through her as their fingers brushed.
“Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome. I finished up early, so I thought I’d come over and hang out in case you needed someone to ride back with.”
It was a peculiar, if very sweet offer.
“Why would I need someone to ride back with?” She sipped the coffee. It burned her lip, but she embraced the pain. The jolt of heat and caffeine might actually jumpstart her system.
“So you don’t have to be alone with the driver.” The straightforward response shocked her almost as much as the realization that he noticed her earlier discomfort. Her stomach plummeted again. But Joe didn’t seem to notice. He finished fixing his own coffee. When his gaze returned to her, it was open and gentle.
“Thank you. But I can manage.” No I can’t. If it’s just me and Libby and that huge guy, I’ll sit on the curb all day waiting for the right driver. She’d managed to do that twice already, making some excuse that kept her out of the close vehicle with the larger, more intimidating man. Not that Joe wasn’t large—in fact, she imagined he stood around six feet or more when not in the chair. Her gut twisted.
What kind of a monster was she to take comfort in the fact that he sat in a wheelchair?
“Of course you can, but you don’t have to. Besides, you’d be doing me a favor.” Joe sipped his coffee.
“How so?”
“Most of the drivers prefer southern teams. I’m a Giants fan. They give me sh…er, grief.”
She tried to process the information. “That’s football, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. You have a favorite team?”
She shook her head, an apology on the tip of her tongue. But he didn’t let her utter it because his smile grew and she got lost, staring at the absolute kindness in his eyes.
“Then let me tell you all about the Giants. They’re the team to watch….” He launched into a description of the team’s challenges and championships. The content didn’t quite reach her, but his tone did and the banal chatter eased the jagged edges of her conscience, relaxing her. She sat on the edge of the sofa closest to his wheelchair and told herself it was because she didn’t want him to have to keep craning his head up to see her.
But the coil of tension permanently knotted in her stomach began to loosen. What did he say? “I’m sorry. I’m not really that into sports.”
“No worries. I won’t bore you….”
“Oh, please. I don’t mind. I liked hearing you talk about them. You sound like you really enjoy it.” Please keep talking. Something about his voice relaxed her, and she took another sip of the coffee to stifle the urge to beg.
“I do. They’re playing this afternoon if you want to come by and watch or something…”
She didn’t know who was more surprised when she nodded. “Okay.”
“Yeah?” Surprise lit his eyes.
“Yeah. Why don’t you come over? I can make food.”
“Pizza.”
“I’m sorry?” She blinked.
“Let’s order pizza. It’s perfect for a game and then you don’t have to cook.”
“Oh. Well—okay.” She liked pizza even if she couldn’t remember the last time she’d ordered any. Tuck liked his meals prepared, especially when he came home from deployment. She pushed the thoughts aside and covered with another drink of coffee. “But it’s my treat.”
“Fifty-fifty.” Joe countered and a laugh escaped her, the sound almost scratchy, rusted from lack of use.
“Fifty-fifty,” she conceded and he grinned again. What am I doing?
“Mrs. Carter?” Noel called from behind her and she lurched up from the sofa, nearly splashing herself with coffee. Guilt threaded through her as she spun to face the nurse. Libby.
“Everything is fine.” Noel gave her a comforting smile. “I wanted to let you know the doctor wants to do a little more blood work, but we have enough from the earlier draw. Do you mind waiting another short bit while I run that down? She’s asleep and Tiffany is with her.”
The cup trembled in her hand. “Thank you.”
“Now sit back down before you fall down, and eat something while you’re at it.” The nurse glanced past Melody to Joe and gave the man an approving look. “Can you make sure she eats, Captain? She has time and I know she won’t leave. But we have bagels and danish here, too.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Noel walked down the hall and Melody sat again, fighting not to lose her grip on the coffee. Joe’s hand wrapped around hers on the cup and steadied it. She shouldn’t let him touch her, but the warmth of his smooth palm blanketed the ice chilling her fingers. She forgot about Libby. For a few minutes, she’d forgotten why she was there. She’d listened to him talk about football.
What the hell kind of mother am I?
“Bagel or danish?”
“I’m not hungry.” She needed to take her hand back, but her traitorous arm remained where it was and she leaned on the strength in his grip.
“Okay. But you can still eat and you’re pretty pale. You got the coffee?”
Awareness of his regard washed over her and she nodded, easing down from the arm of the sofa onto the cushion. He gave her hand a light squeeze.
“Stay put.” Setting his own cup aside, he wheeled down to the end of the table and returned in less than a minute with a plate balanced on his lap. It held two danish and a bagel with a tub of cream cheese. “Eat.” He held the plate out to her and took a hold of her coffee.
She stared at the food and then at him. “I don’t know if I can.” The confession cost.
He tipped his head. “Sure you can. Just one bite at a time. I’ll be right here.”
Blowing out a breath, she picked up one of the sticky cheese pastries and took a bite. The sugar explosions in her mouth whet her appetite and she took a second one. He passed back her coffee and said nothing while she ate. Before she realized it, she finished both danish and part of the bagel. The cramping in her stomach eased and her hand stopped shaking.
“Good.” Joe grinned. “More coffee?”
Her cup was empty.
She glanced down the hallway, but Noel wasn’t back. Maybe one more.
“Okay. Please.”
“On it.” He made her a fresh one, like the first and claimed his own cup. They sat together and she drank the hot, fresh brew with a sigh.
“You must think I’m crazy.”
“Nah. I know crazy. You’re a mom and you’re exhausted. Thanks for letting me help.”
She blinked slowly. “Should I be the one thanking you?”
“No, ma’am. You can thank me for the pizza and the game later. Football can really change the world.”
She couldn’t help it, she laughed again. “If you say so.”
“I do.”
And he stayed with her until the nurse came back to say Libby was ready. She didn’t focus on it too much, but she felt better.
A lot better.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
It was another two hours before Mrs. Carter and her daughter were ready to leave the hospital. Joe stayed with them the whole time. The taut air of fragility clinging to Melody’s face lightened when they talked about the most banal of subjects. She liked sports, but she didn’t really pay attention to them. She preferred more intellectual activities like Sudoku and crossword puzzles. She'd graduated high school, had a few college credits, but didn’t want to talk about why she hadn’t finished, or her husband, or anything involving the years leading up to her daughter’s birth.
Her wedding ring wasn’t on her left hand, but a faint tan line told him that she’d worn one until recently and hadn’t spent enough time in the sun to erase the permanent impression. Exhaustion wore at her voice, sanding down any remnants of her Philadelphia accent. Frankly, she could have been from anywhere. He wanted to press her for answers but knew without even attempting it would be a mistake. She reacted to every stranger passing by—particularly male strangers. She withdrew tightly pressing back on the sofa, often turning to focus her attention on him rather than the nurse, doctor, or occasional patient and visitor.
Abuse. Someone—most likely her husband—had created a well of fear, and she continued to drown in it.
But no matter how battered and bent she seemed, she wasn’t broken. The doctors returned to confer with her and they threw out words like laparoscopic, mitral valve stenosis, and valve repair. They showered her in medical terms—none of which sounded good—and her shoulders straightened, her chin came up and the shadows of exhaustion fled from her pretty hazel eyes. She nodded, asked questions, and mulled over their answers. When the nurse passed the baby back into her arms, she gave them a tight smile and agreed to bring Libby in Monday morning.
Surgery. Her baby needs life-saving surgery. Where the fuck is her family?
His would be everywhere. When he woke in the hospital at Bethesda, his entire family, aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews and grandparents were all in attendance. His mother stayed with him throughout the first painful days when he couldn’t even sit up for fear of damaging his back further. She and his brother flew with him to Dallas, settled him into Mike’s Place for rehabilitation, and left only when they’d exhausted all their sick time and vacation leave.
But his mom called damn near every day, and he texted with his siblings regularly. If he didn’t check in, they called him.
So where the hell is her family?
Outrage and cool fury on her behalf settled in his gut, but he buried it. She needed calm—not anger. She wouldn’t react well to it. Call it instinct or observation, but whoever put that fear in her eyes hadn’t destroyed her—she was a survivor. However, survivors relied on fight or flight and she was most assuredly a flight risk.
“Captain?” Her soft voice intruded into the tangle of thoughts rioting in his mind and he dragged himself back to the present.
“Joe. Please, Mrs. Carter.”
A swift smile lit up her face so quickly it reminded him of twinkling Christmas lights, bright and brief. “Thank you for waiting with me, Joe. We’re ready to head back if you are.”
“Absolutely.” He eyed the diaper bag on her shoulder and held out a hand. “Would you like me to carry that for you?”
Surprise and rebellion argued for purchase in her expression, but she nodded rather than argue. Adjusting the baby, she slid the bag down and passed it over to him. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure, ma’am.” Settling the bag on his lap, he released the wheel brakes and led the way through the corridors to the exit. He wanted to introduce her to James. He’d bet a hundred dollars for every pastry she’d consumed earlier that he didn’t know about her or he would be there providing support.
His gut jerked. If James were there, she might not need or let Joe help out. Still, the psychologist could help. Maybe he could wrangle an introduction. He planned to chew on that thought awhile.
It was warmer that afternoon than the morning. Sunshine and eighty degrees—in autumn. Strange. Freaky southern weather. It should be cool and crisp with a bite of chill in the air, leaves turning varying shades. What his mother called hot-mulled-spice-apple-cider weather. Not balmy-why-aren’t-people-wearing-swimsuits-weather. The baby made a happy gurgling sound and he glanced sideways at mother and child. Of course, the warmer weather was better for the two of them, so he would keep his complaints to himself.
Thankfully the shuttle driver was an older man, retired Navy from the tats on his arms and had to be close to mid-sixties if not approaching his seventies. Solid white sparse hair and wrinkles in his face told of long hours in the sun. Mrs. Carter barely reacted to him, but she still sat in the last row near Joe.
He didn’t mind that one bit.
Libby seemed more active on the ride home. Her eyes opened and her deep blue eyes regarded him as she gurgled and waved her fists in the air. The little one was so damn tiny. Tiny, fragile, and perfect—like her mom.
Whoa, boy. The possessive tinge to his thoughts raced far ahead of reality. He barely knew her, but his neighborly excuse grew flimsier with every passing moment. Her husband could be deployed and the last thing he needed was to pine after another man’s wife. Tension fisted in his gut, but her husband seemed the most likely candidate for putting fear in her eyes.
They were silent as she led the way up the walk. The wavering fatigue marking her steps when they’d left that morning diminished. He wasn’t sure whether it was the food or just sitting at the hospital and talking to him for a couple of hours, but she didn’t seem quite as exhausted.
At his door, she paused. But he motioned her to keep on going. He could follow her with the diaper bag before going to his place.
“Oh, I thought you might want to change or something before the game.” Her eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “When is the game?”
He ignored the internal fist pump that she’d remembered their plans. “We still have a couple of hours. But let’s get you two inside and then I can head back until we’re ready to start.”
“That’s silly. The door is a few feet. I can carry the diaper bag.” A hint of exasperation decorated her tone.
“Yes, it is, and I like to be useful. So use me.” He mulled over all the possible reasons she could call on to push him away.
Her mouth opened and snapped close. Yes, he used his wheelchair to remind her that he wasn’t a threat. Not his proudest moment, but worth every second for the easing of the shadows in her eyes.
“Okay. Fair enough.” She held out her hand to him. “My keys are in the bag, front pocket.”
Fishing them out, he passed them over and tried to ignore the sweet softness of her fingers brushing his when she took them. She unlocked the door and pushed it wide. With his first real glimpse of her apartment—it was a mirror of his own, right down to the coffee table and angle of the television. A playpen sat on the floor near the sofa, and she carried the baby over and settled her down amidst the blankets. Little arms and legs waved in the air, but the infant continued to make cooing, gurgling noises.
Her attention clearly split between him and the baby, she returned to the door to reclaim the diaper bag. “I’ll order the pizza if you like, a little before the game starts.”
“Sounds good. Order whatever you want. I can pretty much eat anything as long as it’s not anchovies.” Frankly, no one local made pizza like Bertinelli’s Pizzeria at home, but he’d survive. He rolled the chair around and headed for his place.
“Joe?”
Glancing over his shoulder, he found her stepping out onto the sidewalk. Here it comes. She’s already having second thoughts.
“Yes, Mrs. Carter?”
“Thank you.” She exhaled, surprising him. “And please, you can call me Melody.”
“You’re welcome and I’d love to call you Melody.” He liked the way her name rolled around his tongue. His body stirred and he punched the reaction down. He needed to fit her squarely in the friend category, not think about how he’d like to roll his tongue over other parts of her—just stop.
Her lips curved upward. It was a little smile, but it didn’t seem to take nearly as much effort as her earlier attempts. “I don’t think I’m very good at this.” She slid a hand into the pocket of her jeans and leaned against the wall next to her door.
Turning his chair around, he studied her. She desperately needed to get some sleep. The deep bruises beneath her eyes practically cried for rest. “Good at what?”
“Small talk. Polite conversation. I don’t get to practice it much. Talk to me about medical issues, feeding schedules and symptoms—I’m your woman.”
“You don’t have to make small talk with me.” He smiled. “And if you want to talk medical stuff, we can. But I think taking it easy and cutting yourself a break is fine, too.”
“I don’t think I know how to do that anymore.” She sighed and dragged a hand along her braid, and pulled it free. Combing her fingers through her hair, she cast a look behind her into the apartment, checking on her daughter. “And I have no idea why I’m unloading all of this on you. You probably want to go and take a break from my drama.”
He nudged his chair forward and shook his head. “I have four sisters. Trust me, I know drama. You’re not that bad.”
The dry statement dragged another laugh out of her. She really didn’t laugh enough. But at least that one didn’t sound so dry and dusty from ill use. “Four? Do you have any brothers?”
“Two.” He chuckled. “One older, one younger. Same with the sisters only it’s two and two.”
“Wow. You’re the middle kid.” Her eyes widened.
“Yes, ma’am. I kind of like it. Had sisters to spoil me, sisters to drive me nuts, a brother who looked out for me, and one I could do the same for. Lots less pressure that way.”
He wouldn’t trade his crazy ass family for anything. Not that all of his siblings were actually siblings. Two were cousins adopted into the brood when their parents died young, but his mother never met a child she would turn away from her door. She told them she planned to be swimming in grandbabies and they all had to give her at least one. His sisters were way ahead of the curve with two, two, three and one. His brothers did their damndest to keep from adding to the number.
Until now. The thought crept out of nowhere and surprised the hell out of him. Little Libby would benefit from the zaniness of a huge family surrounding her with love. And his momma loved to shower the affection on.
It wouldn’t hurt Melody either.
“I wasn’t.” Her mouth twisted. “I mean, I wasn’t the middle child. I’m the oldest.”
“How many siblings?” And where the fuck are they?
“Two, both younger and both sisters and both—” A hint of wistfulness drifted across her face. “Both are really busy.”
Keep it cool. “And since you’re the oldest, they don’t check on you. You check on them.”
“Yep.”
“Do they know you’re here?” Yeah, he couldn’t keep that question to himself anymore.
She shook her head. “I didn’t want anyone to worry. They didn’t like Tuck and—”
It was like a window slammed shut, cutting off the words and leaving her expression frozen. Tuck must be the husband or boyfriend. Joe gave her a small smile. “Siblings can be judgy, but I’m sure they would want to know what you and Libby are going through.” And be here to help you out so you don’t look ready to collapse. “Speaking of which, you should go inside and sit down.”
Bobbing her head, and not quite meeting his gaze, she pushed away from the wall. “I guess. I—”
“Melody.” He went for soothing, burying his irritation with her family because he didn’t know the whole story. Not that he needed to know much more than a baby who required heart surgery should be surrounded by love, and her mother should have it every bit as much as that infant. “I’ll go clean up and be right back over if you like. We can play some Scrabble or something.” Scrabble? Do people even play Scrabble anymore?
“Really? I don’t know if I have any, but I have cards.”
“I love cards.” He canted his head to her apartment. “Inside, lock the door. I’ll wait right here ‘til I hear it click. I’ll knock the wall once when I’m on my way back over so you know it’s me.”
Gratitude flared in her eyes, but she turned away too quickly for him to respond to it. “I’ll go ahead and order the pizza then.”
He gave her a thumbs-up and waited, as promised, for the door to close. As soon as the locks tumbled into place, he wheeled around and got himself into his own apartment. A bathroom break and a phone call later, he stacked a six pack of beer onto his lap but didn’t head out.
Tuck Carter, a private first class, died in Afghanistan seven months before. IED. He left a widow, Melody, and an unborn daughter. Carter’s jacket had two citations for conduct unbecoming and insubordination, both kept quiet out of respect for the family.
The information sat like a stone in his belly. He paused, chewing the information over. Fishing out his cell phone, he dialed home and his mother answered on the second ring.
“Hey baby, how you doing today?”
“I’m good, Momma. But I need your advice….” If anyone would know what to do, his mother would.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Retreating into the apartment, her step seemed curiously lighter, the buzz of exhaustion underscoring every minute of the last several months muted. It didn’t make much sense, he was a complete stranger. Worse, he was probably a Marine like Tuck—no, not like Tuck.
Walking over to the playpen, she stared down at her daughter. Libby’s eyes were open, her little fists punching at the air. She cooed. Heart melting, Melody knelt and brushed her finger along Libby’s cheek.
“You’re never going to know what your daddy was really like. I promise. He died a hero’s death and that’s all you need to know. I owe him that much—for you. And I want you to have pride in your father.” Even if I hate him.
Which wasn’t true either. She didn’t hate Tuck. The ugly truth of the matter lay in the fact that she still loved him. No matter how many times he’d hit her or belittled her, she never stopped caring about him. It made her heartsick to feel relief over his death. Relief because he couldn’t hurt her anymore…and he would never hurt their little girl.
“Okay, you seem happy.” She grinned at the wiggling bundle in the playpen. Libby latched her tiny fingers around Melody’s. She stayed at the pen. It was always odd how happy Libby was after a doctor’s appointment, as though she knew they were trying to fix her heart.
Satisfied to just be with her daughter, she stretched her hand over for the cordless phone. The pizza place number, along with several other local take out places, was taped to the back of the receiver. The temporary housing took every consideration to make its residents comfortable.
Pizza ordered, she settled on the sofa, one hand in the playpen and watched her baby. She drifted into a half sleep—not quite awake—content to feel her daughter’s breathing and playfulness. The quiet knock on the wall followed by a tap at the door barely intruded, but she dragged herself upright and freed her finger.
Peeking through the peephole, she found Joe waiting in his chair patiently. A little flutter of nervousness beat in her chest. She liked the man, maybe too much considering the relatively short acquaintance. But she liked talking to him even more. Another adult, no ties to her former life. He didn’t know Tuck, he didn’t tell her he was sorry for her loss, and he didn’t remind her of the grief she should feel.
Pushing aside the tumble of thoughts, she pulled the door open. “Pizza’s ordered.”
“Excellent.” The warm honey in his voice soothed all the dry, parched places in her soul. He held up a six pack of beer. “Wasn’t sure if you would be up for any, but I brought my best.”
Uncertain of whether or not she should offer to help him bring the wheelchair inside, she claimed the beer and opened the door all the way. He backed up and wheeled forward, crossing the little bump of a threshold and onto the tiled entrance. He glanced around the apartment briefly, but rolled right over to the playpen.
Libby gurgled up at him and he smiled a soft greeting. “Good afternoon, little one.”
Still holding the beer, Melody walked over to him. “Libby. Her name is Libby.”
“Libby. Short for Liberty or Elizabeth?” He turned his attention to her, still wearing the warm smile and she melted a little.
“Liberty. Liberty Belle Carter.”
“Philadelphia.”
“Guilty.” Her face warmed. She dropped her gaze to her daughter. So much safer than staring at the man and the slippery, flip-flopping sensations he brought to the surface.
“I like it.”
“Thank you.” Oh God, could she get any more awkward? Her tongue seemed stuck to the roof of her mouth. Glancing down at the bottles, she bit her lip. “Do you want a beer?”
“I’m good. I can wait for the pizza unless you want one. In which case, I encourage it.” Was he teasing her? Once upon a time she could do that, flirt with a guy without any kind of expectation or second guessing, but apparently that skill was as rusty as her ability to laugh.
“I have a feeling I’ll be asleep in five minutes if I drink one. So how about we have coffee instead?”
“Coffee sounds great.”
“Okay. I’ll put these in the fridge.” She studied her daughter, taking a quick, mental inventory of her color, her breathing, her happiness—even the way her eyes tracked their movement. Libby stared intently up at Joe, the sweet, melted chocolate smoothness of his voice captivating her just like it did her mother.
Satisfied she could take a couple of minutes, Melody retreated to the kitchen and stored the bottles in the fridge beside a dead sandwich, three takeout boxes, and fresh formula bottles stored in the door.
Pathetic. She cleaned out the coffee maker and started a fresh pot brewing. “Do you like cream or sugar?” she called. He’d made the coffee earlier, but she didn’t remember what he put in it.
“Whatever you have is fine.”
She grimaced. No sugar or cream in her barren kitchen, just coffee. It might be time to plan a store run or at least order in some stuff. That could all wait though. Just a couple of nights until Libby’s surgery. Panic slithered up her spine.
Three days.
If it went wrong….
She clenched her hands, digging her fingernails into her palms. Think positive. Focus on what you can fix. Repeating the mantra four times, she waited while the coffee maker gurgled. A yawn crept up on her and her jaw popped from the force of it.
“Hey….” Joe’s voice so close made her jump, and she knocked a coffee mug over. It hit the floor with a thud. Fisting her hand to her chest, she stared at him. He held up both his hands, wheelchair parked next to but not quite blocking the door to the tiny kitchen. “You okay?”
“Sorry. I’m a klutz.” She half-feared disappointment curling through his expression, but the patience and kindness in his eyes never wavered.
“My fault. I forget how quiet this thing is on carpet.” He tapped the wheelchair arm for emphasis. “Did we break the mug?”
Kneeling, she examined the cup. Not even a chip. “No, apparently it’s a lot sturdier than I am.” Was her voice as wan as she felt?
“Good. They stocked these places for military, and we don’t tend to be easy on fine china.”
The lightness in the joke eased some of the tension ratcheting up her spine. Tears gathered in her eyes, and she rose, swinging her attention to the coffee maker lest they begin running down her cheeks.
“And apparently clumsy wives. I guess I was lost in thought.”
“I saw that. Look, Melody…I’m going to overstep the boundaries of polite company for a moment and you can tell me shut up and buzz off if you like. No harm. No foul. But I’m afraid I have to say something.”
Her gut clenched. “Okay…but could we have the coffee and pizza first? And maybe watch some of the game? I was looking forward to it.” It sounded lame, particularly when she knew next to nothing about the sport. To be honest, she wanted his company, to listen to him tell her about the game.
To not be alone.
“Okay.” He nodded. “If you need an ear…both of mine work real well. I can’t run or walk at the moment, but I can listen.”
A tear splashed down to land on the back of her hand, and she choked on a laugh. “You must think I’m crazy.”
“Nah. I know crazy. I think you’re beautiful. And I like you. A lot. I’d like to get to know you better, and I’d like to take certain liberties, but I’m good with a game and some pizza tonight.” The bluntness of the words greatly underscored by a note of flirting took her aback.
Turning, she stared at him. “I—” What the hell was she supposed to say to that?
He grinned. “Yes?”
She fumbled the words. “I—I don’t think anyone’s ever said that to me.”
“Ah.” He nodded and a soft, encouraging smile. God, he was such a beautiful man, from the sexy curve of his lips to the dark warmth of his skin to the sharp intelligence gleaming in his eyes. “That’s ’cause most men are stupid where ladies are concerned.”
Her lips twitched. “And you’re not stupid?”
“No, ma’am. My momma taught me a long time ago that women like honesty and they don’t like games. So no games, no pretending. I like you. I want to get to know you better to see how much I do. It’s just fair that you know my intentions.”
Clearing her throat, she wiped away the trace of tears on her cheeks and reached for the coffee pot. “And if I don’t want to pursue this any further than pizza and football?”
“Then it’s my job to convince you.” He sounded so confident, so easy in his masculinity—but not arrogant.
“Okay.” She surprised herself. Picking up the mugs, she nodded toward the living room. “After you.”
He backed the chair up and swung around with ease. It allowed her a moment to watch him. The brace on his back gave him a stiff, rigid posture. Her gaze trailed over his shoulders. His olive-green T-shirt rippled along the muscles of his arms with each roll of the wheels. He was in terrific shape, and terrifically injured.
“Will you tell me what happened to you?” She hadn’t meant to ask the question, it popped out before she could catch herself.
He angled the chair near the baby and glanced at her. “If you tell me what happened to you.”
“Quid pro quo?” She put his cup on the table next to him within easy reach and circled the coffee table on her way over to the sofa. Her gaze went straight to Libby. The baby was asleep. The radiant, peaceful slumber gave Melody courage. Setting her cup down, she adjusted the blankets, pausing long enough to rest a hand against her chest. Libby’s tiny heart still beat.
“What’s wrong with her?” Joe’s voice softened to a whisper.
“She was born with a heart defect. They thought she would outgrow it, but it’s gotten worse. They need to repair one of her valves to make it stronger.”
“She’s a tough kid then.”
“The toughest. They’re doing the surgery on Monday.”
He blew out a long breath. “You have someone sitting with you Monday?”
She shook her head.
“You do now.”
By all rights, that shouldn’t have made her feel better.
But it did.
 
***
 
He edited the recount of his injuries. She didn’t need to hear about insurgents storming through the walls in an armored vehicle, the heavy fire falling on their barracks, or the three men who crashed after a fifteen hour patrol and never woke up again. He couldn’t forget the cries of the wounded, the smell of charred flesh, or the pools of blood polka-dotting the ground like sick little lily pads on the pond of death, but he didn’t mention it.
“They were under fire when we arrived. We punched through the enemy’s line. It was pretty sloppy. We took down the insurgents and went after the wounded. And we had a lot of wounded. My unit only had one corpsman; the unit hit had two, both injured. Air support was incoming and the Brits, too, but in the field, every second a wound is open is a chance for infection and death. I ordered my corpsman to see to our men, and I did what I could.”
Melody cradled the coffee mug in her hands, staring at him. “But you were injured, too.”
“Yes. But I am the captain. My job is to protect my men and bring them home. My injuries weren’t life threatening.”
That was his story and he would stick to it. He knew the whole truth and knew his men did. She didn’t need the gory details and he would walk, and by God, run again. Shock kept him from feeling most of his injuries at the time. The bullet in his back damaged the bone, but left the nerves. A one-in-a-million injury he thanked God every night hadn’t left him paralyzed.
“That’s amazing.”
She moistened her lips and the glistening lower one tortured him. She was in no way ready for him to go for a kiss. He slammed the brakes on those thoughts and put them in his back pocket. The tight lines of worry around her eyes seemed to have eased, but the wariness hidden in her hazel depths still stared at him.
“It’s the job, ma’am.” The civilian population didn’t understand life in the field demanded courage, fortitude, and commitment. It wasn’t about being a hero, but about taking care of the guy standing next in line and letting him do the same. They paid it forward every damn day.
“I’ve heard that before, but I also know it’s different when you’re the one in the line of fire. You could have taken care of yourself first.”
He smiled. She didn’t know him well enough to realize the insult so he let it slide by. “No, I couldn’t. My self-respect, my honor, and my duty rely heavily on the care and keeping of the men under my command. The needs of the many do outweigh the needs of the few or one.”
“You’re a hero.”
Shifting in the chair, he ducked his head and his face warmed. “No, ma’am. I’m a Marine.”
Fortunately, his awareness of her let him see the change ripple across her expression the moment he said the words. She retreated, her cheeks paling and leaving her lips almost scarlet by contrast. Her husband had been a Marine, too.
“That—I’m sorry—that doesn’t mean as much to me as it does to you.” The quiet apology trembling under the fear rent his heart. “Not all Marines are heroes.”
“No, ma’am. They aren’t. Most are good men and women. But we have our share of bad apples—because every Marine is a person, too.” Whatever happened between her and her husband had left scars in her attitude and behavior.
“My husband was a Marine.”
He held his breath and covered by taking a quick swallow of the coffee. It was strong, the way he liked it.
“But he wasn’t a good man.” She damn near whispered the words. He did his best to erase any sense of judgment from his expression and forced himself to listen. The quaver in her voice left him with the urge to deal violence on someone—but that someone was already dead. So he couldn’t fight that battle for her. “He wasn’t a terrible man either, just—he—” She sighed and rose from the sofa. “I need more coffee. Would you like another cup?”
She glanced at the baby. She did that a dozen times every minute. Looked at Libby, studied her, almost assessing her. The need to check on her daughter—particularly one with a heart condition—must be automatic for her.
He drained the last bit from his cup and nodded. “I’d love one.”
“Thank you.” She headed for the kitchen.
He’d just turned the wheelchair when a rapid knock hit the door. She jerked and fell back two steps, her wide eyes fixed on the door, and her chest rising and falling. Panic engulfed her features and Joe’s resolve hardened.
If nothing else confirmed his suspicions about Tuck Carter, his widow’s reactions did.
“It’s the pizza.” he said, reminding her she wasn’t alone. He calmly rolled the chair forward to answer the door. But with one hand on the knob, he waited for her nod. “Go ahead and take care of the coffee. I’ve got this.”
She fled. His heart squeezed. Her fear pissed him off and left him shaken at the same time. He wanted to fix it. He pulled the door open, coordinating the movement by rolling his chair back. The pizza kid couldn’t have been older than seventeen, all long limbs and scrawny features. A late bloomer.
“Two pizzas. Mushroom and sausage, and a pepperoni with extra cheese.” The kid pulled them out of the warmer packet, and Joe retrieved his wallet from the inside pocket of the chair. He counted out a twenty and a ten and gave them to the kid, accepting the pizzas in exchange. They were hot, but he could balance them on the arm.
“Keep the change.”
“Thanks! Have a great night.” The kid didn’t need any further urging and jogged up the path to his car.
With one hand on the pizzas to keep them steady, Joe eased the chair back an inch, pushed the door closed then nudged forward again to drop the locks into place.
The pizzas wobbled, but he balanced them and with a series of one-armed maneuvers, circled back into the living room. His lower back didn’t appreciate the strain, but he ignored the twinge. He was close to getting the damn back brace off. His body could survive a little stress.
Melody stood in the doorway to the kitchen, her pale face giving her eyes a darker, larger appearance.
Holding up the boxes, he smiled. “Mushrooms and sausage is my favorite.”
“Yeah?” The single word shook.
“‘Yep.” He needed to be on his feet. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and tell her nothing would hurt her again. Not without going through him first. But the wheelchair was his key to being there—she seemed to trust his incapacitated state. “Ready to eat?”
“You deserve an explanation.”
“Nope, but I do deserve some pizza.” He beckoned her over. “If you carry them over to the table, I can grab the paper towels.”
“Oh.” She pushed away to claim the pizzas from him. “I can do that and get the coffee.” She hurried before he could respond, and he bit back a sigh of frustration. She lingered in the kitchen long enough to make him worry, but he forced it aside. How long does it take to make coffee? If she needed time, the least he could do was give it to her. She returned with two fresh mugs and the paper towels. Her gaze tracked to her daughter, but Libby had barely moved in her absence. Reclaiming her seat on the sofa, Melody avoided his gaze and studied the pizza slice in her hand.
“Melody?”
She blinked at him almost owlishly. “Yes?”
“The game starts in a few minutes if you want to pass the remote.” He swallowed amusement at the baffled expression on her face. “Football game?”
Her quick grimace did manage to draw out his amusement. “I forgot we were going to do that.”
“We don’t have to, but since we’re here, we can watch and you don’t have to try and come up with conversation to fill the silence.” He meant the offer to be genuine, but her expression crumpled. Way to go asshole, you made her cry.
“I am a complete and utter mess.”
“So you said, and I disagree. You’re a tough mom. You’ve been holding it together for your little girl and living every moment of every day for her. You’ve put her needs ahead of your own.” The words came out sharper than he intended, but the tears leaking down her cheeks dried up. “Being tough is hard. Being the strong one is hard. Being the one who has to look everyone in the eye, shoulder all the burdens, and stay positive is impossible. No one can do it twenty-four hours a day.”
“I don’t have a choice.”
“Well, tonight you do. Tonight, we’re going to watch football, eat pizza, drink coffee, and relax. I’ll even give you a hand with Libby.” He didn’t take offense at the skeptical frown on her face. “I’ll have you know I can change a diaper one-handed on babies bigger and a lot meaner than that.”
The declaration worked. She laughed. “You know, I think I do want to watch the football game. But I still owe you….”
He held up his hand. “Nope. You tell me when you’re ready and if you’re never ready—well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Remote, please.”
“Why do you get the remote?” A brief spark of defiance flared in her eyes, and he relaxed for the first time since arriving at the apartment. She wasn’t broken.
Bent, yes.
Broken, no.
“Because I am the football expert and I know what channel the game is on.” He lifted his eyebrows daring her to challenge him again.
“You could just tell me the channel.” The weak effort didn’t diminish its existence.
“True. But then how much fun would that be?”
“I’ll trade you the remote for two more slices of pizza. This is good and I hate pepperoni.”
He threw his head back and laughed, long and throaty. “Deal. I happen to like pepperoni, so I’ll fall on that grenade for you.” They swapped pizzas and she gave him the remote.
Flipping the television on, he set the volume to low so it didn’t bother the sleeping angel, and found the right station. The pre-game rundown flashed the week’s stats. The Giants lost. The Jets were ahead. Cowboys didn’t play ’til Sunday. They ate their pizza in silence, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. In fact, whenever she met his gaze, her fleeting smile grew wider and fed the heat inside of him. He liked seeing the shadows fade from her eyes—maybe she didn’t know anything about sports, but she relaxed.
Halfway through the first quarter, she’d fed and changed the baby and tucked her back into the pen. He couldn’t really tell which of the pair was the most tired, but Melody didn’t make it to the third down before she fell asleep. He nudged his chair forward and dragged a blanket over her then settled next to the playpen.
Libby looked up at him with sleepy eyes. “’S okay, kid. I got this. You and your mom sleep.”
Funny enough, it was the best college game he’d ever watched. Particularly since he didn’t see a single throw.


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
She slept for hours. Somewhere between the pizza, coffee, and feeding Libby, she drifted off and woke to a late night talk sports program and Joe cradling Libby in one arm while he fed her a bottle. The alarm on her apnea monitor shrilled, jerking her out of the sleep-blurred state. She reached over and silenced the noise, but couldn’t quite wrap around the sight, and a tidal wave of guilt flooded her. Sitting up abruptly, she fumbled for an apology, but the quiet smile on Joe’s face arrested the words.
“Hey sorry,” he murmured. “I was trying to be careful with that. She woke up about five minutes ago. You had a bottle in the diaper bag, so I changed her and gave it to her. I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s—” Amazing, wonderful, heart-stopping. Do guys like you really exist? In the six months since her daughter’s birth, Melody had done it all. Struggled through Libby’s illness, taken care of her, visited the doctor regularly, fought the failure to thrive, and soldiered through diagnosis after diagnosis.
“Why don’t you go back to sleep?” He cocked his head, glancing down at the blonde angel in his arms. “She’s fine and I think she’s not going to be awake much longer. Her eyes are closed.”
Melody rubbed her face, trying to scrub away the sleep. “I should apologize….”
He lifted his eyebrows as though asking, for what?
“We were supposed to watch the game and you’re—you had to sit here by yourself—and now you’re feeding her…and….” She tripped over the words, a yawn splitting her jaw on the last one. Rubbing her face again, she pinched her cheek and fought to focus and wake the hell up. She needed coffee—a lot of it.
“Well, see I don’t think we can agree on that.” He worked the empty bottle free from Libby and set it on the coffee table before shifting her, almost rolling her onto her side. She let out an indelicate belch, but her eyes didn’t open. He settled her back into the crook of his arm and tugged the blanket around her.
For the barest of seconds, she envied her daughter. Envied the safety and security nestled in Joe’s very capable arms. What would it feel like if he held me that way?
“Melody?”
She dragged her wandering attention back to him. “What?”
“I said I don’t think we can agree on that.” His gentle voice held a trace of a tease in it and she couldn’t contain her smile.
“Why not?”
“Because I wasn’t alone, you let me hang out here and it was nice. It’s nice to be needed.”
The words sent a jolt through her. “Okay, maybe I’m sleep deprived….”
“No maybe about it, darling. You’re exhausted.” The absolute lack of judgment coupled with genuine sympathy softened the words.
“Yeah, okay. I’m definitely sleep deprived. But I’m not getting how it’s nice to be needed….”
“I like being useful. I’ve been at Mike’s Place for weeks, recovering. My family’s great, but they all had to get back to their lives and their work, although they call regularly. In fact, I talked to my momma before I came over. My guys are great, too. But I’m the patient here. Folks look after me—they don’t let me do the same for them.” He glanced down at Libby. “And it’s nice….”
“You’re a natural with her.” Resting her elbows on her knees, Melody stared at him. He was a natural with her, too. She barely knew him. They’d met less than two days ago, not even thirty-six full hours and yet she felt comfortable with him being in the room. Hell, more than comfortable. She liked having him there.
“She’s sweet like her momma, and she’s smart, too. She’s sleeping.” Joe studied Melody and heat warmed her cheeks.
“I can’t ask you to babysit while I sleep.”
“Don’t have to ask. I told you, I like it. I like listening to both of you sleeping. It’s peaceful. But if you’re not going to sleep, why don’t you go take a bath or whatever it is women like to do to pamper themselves?”
A shower. She sighed in half-forgotten longing. A shower she didn’t have to rush through and could actually enjoy. She bit her lip. The intensity in his expression should have scared the hell out of her, but it fanned the flames of quiet passion—dying embers she thought extinguished a long time ago.
“Go for it. We’ll be fine.”
She hesitated. Did she really trust a stranger with Libby?
Joe divided his attention between her daughter, the television, and her. Curiously, the lack of staring actually made her feel better. Still….
“Maybe I should wait.” Hadn’t she already trusted this stranger to be in her home? Trusted him so much she went to sleep. Indecision racked her.
“Melody, I promise your daughter will be fine when you come out. I’m going to stay right here with her to make sure.” He patted his chair. “Right here. Not going to move an inch away from her. Go take a shower. Spend a few minutes by yourself. Then come back and play cards with me if you won’t go to sleep.”
The soft encouragement nudged her and she rose. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
She promised herself she would hurry, but she didn’t. She actually let the shower warm up, brushed her teeth, and found something clean and less wrinkled to wear. Peeking back into the living room, she found Joe watching the television, still cradling Libby. He seemed so relaxed and at peace, her heart warmed up further. Tiptoeing back, she closed and locked the bathroom door. Pressing her ear to the cool wood, she listened but could hear nothing more than the television. I can do this. The door is locked. He’s out there. He’s not going to do anything. Her heart thundered, but she stripped. The faster she got into the shower, the faster she could get out. The hot spray hit her body like nirvana.
The quick shower turned into a thirty-minute spa. She luxuriated in scrubbing her hair, conditioning it, and gave in to the impulse to shave her legs—even if it meant slipping out of the shower wet to find the razors she’d bought and never opened. By the time she re-emerged from the bedroom, she felt like a whole new woman. Wearing sweatpants and an old T-shirt, she padded out barefoot. It wasn’t classy, but it was comfortable.
Joe glanced at her the moment she walked out and whistled. “Nice.”
Spinning on the ball of her foot, she showed off her blow-dried hair tumbling down her back, free of the earlier pony tail. She’d actually used a little product to soothe the tangles and frayed ends. She desperately needed a trim.
“You ready for me to move her yet?”
“No.” He shook his head. “Crazy as it sounds—it’s darn nice to hold her.”
“I know, kind of like, no matter how messed up the rest of the world is, holding her makes it okay. Like that one perfect moment you can never seem to attain for yourself, you can give it to her.” It made every sacrifice worth it and every bump in the road smoother. She brushed a hand over Joe’s shoulder. “Thank you, Joe.”
He tipped his head back. “You already said thank you.”
“That was for taking care of her.” The urge to press a kiss to his forehead pushed its way to the surface. “This thank you is for taking care of me—a complete stranger.”
He covered her hand with his and she went still. The weight of his fingers warmed hers. “We’re not strangers. We’re neighbors. And when you’re ready, we’re going to be great friends.”
She admired his confidence. The corner of her mouth quirked up. “That depends on how good a poker player you are.”
“I’m sorry, what’s poker?” His dark eyes gleamed with mischief and she groaned.
“We’ll play for dirty diapers. Winner gets to change them all.”
He snorted and gave her hand a squeeze. “How about dinners?”
“Dinners?”
“Yep. If I win, you go out to eat with me.”
“And if I win?”
His teasing took on an almost devilish glint. “I’ll go out to eat with you.”
She ended up owing him a week’s worth of meals, but even when Joe finally said good night and headed back to his apartment, her smile didn’t fade.
 
***
 
She hummed her way through the laundry at lunchtime. Libby sprawled in her playpen, sound asleep. After Joe left the night before, she’d relocated the baby to the crib in the bedroom and crawled into bed, settling her hand on the little one’s chest before promptly drifting off into the best sleep she’d had in…well, in forever. Both the drag on her muscles and the unbearable weight always riding her shoulders relaxed.
The gentle knock on the door made her jump but not as bad as the night before. Joe said he would be by after his therapy session, and it was almost two in the afternoon. Running a hand over her hair, she checked her ponytail. She could probably have put on some makeup, but it seemed ridiculous to dress up to do laundry.
At the door, she hesitated and glanced through the peephole. Joe sat in his chair, a warm smile on his face and his head tipped up as though waiting for her to see him. She released the locks and opened it wide, but the greeting died on her lips when she saw an older woman with him. She reminded her of Angela Bassett, only a little heavier and a lot scarier.
“Melody, I’m sorry to spring this on you.” He gave the woman next to him a mild look. “But this is my mother. Meredith Anderson—this is my lovely neighbor, Melody Carter.” A subtext flowed beneath the words, but she couldn’t quite discern whether his disapproval was for his mother or for her.
“Hello.” She held out her hand and Mrs. Anderson took it in her own, giving it a firm, warm squeeze before tugging Melody forward for a quick hug. The easy affection startled her even more than the handshake or his mother’s presence in the first place. She stared at him over his mother’s shoulder and he mouthed ‘sorry.’
“You’re right, Joe, she needs feeding up.” The critical statement carried no censure at all, and if anything, sounded indulgent. “My son says the two of you would like to go out to dinner—”
“Momma.” Joe’s voice was low, but hard. “I asked you not to….”
“I know exactly what you asked me.” She held onto Melody’s hands. “And I know you haven’t cleaned up since the workout and the removal of your brace. Why don’t you go on back with your father and shower? Melody and I are completely capable of getting to know each other.”
“You got the back brace off?” Melody stirred enough to walk around Meredith and get a look at Joe. Sure enough, the stiff, white plastic around his middle was gone.
“Yes, ma’am.” Joe brushed the side of her hand with his finger. A shiver of electricity skated up her arm. “The bones are knitted. I’ll be in the chair a while longer thanks to the leg, but they said in about two weeks I can shift to crutches.”
“That’s fantastic.” Her heart squeezed a little. She didn’t wish him a longer spell in the chair, but…no. No buts. A kind man, he deserved to get well and make a full recovery. “Really, it’s wonderful.”
“Thank you. How’s Libby?”
“She’s good. She’s been really sleepy today, but she had a lot of excitement yesterday and I think you spoiled her a little last night.” Which had nothing to do with anything, but she appreciated the time and the patience he showed to both of them. “And I really don’t want to intrude on your family time.”
“Oh honey, you’re not intruding.” Meredith threaded her arm through Melody’s and turned her back to the apartment, the move so smooth she was halfway inside before she realized what had happened. “In fact, I’m the one intruding. My son is going to shower and change, and then he’ll be over to take you out on a proper date.”
“Momma.” Joe sighed. “She doesn’t want to go out tonight. The baby has surgery on Monday.”
“And that’s exactly why the two of you can take an hour and go have a meal by yourselves and I’ll watch the baby. Now. Go.”
She closed the door and Melody was left alone with the force of nature.
“Um…Mrs. Anderson….”
“Meredith. My children call me Momma, and you can when you’re comfortable, but for now let’s settle with Meredith. Joe will be a bit. His father has orders to keep him occupied.” The woman’s stern features relaxed, echoing the gentleness Melody already adored in Joe’s demeanor. “I wanted a chance to talk to you. Joe says you have no family here and you’ve got a little one. And before you get too worried, I know I’m a bit overbearing. It’s a part of my charm. You’ll learn to love that about me. Do you have time to sit down for some tea or coffee so we can chat?”
So far beyond the wheelhouse of her own experience, Melody nodded. “I was folding clothes, but Libby’s napping.” She glanced at the playpen. Despite the chatter and the new voice, Libby hadn’t moved. Frowning, Melody stared until she caught the barely perceptible rise and fall of the tiny chest. The deep sleep was another symptom, but it could also be a result of the overstimulation from the day before. She could never be too careful.
Meredith watched her quietly, her kind expression sober and intent. “Yeah, you been alone too long, baby. Come sit down and let Momma make you some tea and we’ll talk.”
“I don’t have any tea.” She didn’t have much of anything.
“I brought my own. Never travel without it.” She bustled Melody over to the table, sat her down, then busied herself in the kitchen.
Embarrassment crept through her. The kitchen was clean, as were the dishes, but the barren cupboards and the desolate refrigerator didn’t offer many prospects. Meredith didn’t slow down. Putting her purse on the counter and coat on the chair, she set up two mugs with tea bags and filled the kettle.
After setting the pot on the stove, she pointed a finger at Melody. “You stay right there. I’ll be back in a moment.”
Without waiting for a protest, she slipped out and Melody could almost imagine her marching next door. His mother would likely give him an earful about strays and pathetic homemakers who couldn’t even keep fresh milk in the house. She tried to formulate an apology, but Meredith blew back inside with a small box of sugar, a carton of milk, some bread and lunch meat. She started to stand up, but the woman gave her a firm look.
“Sit.”
She sat.
“Mrs. Anderson….”
“Honey, we’ll be much better friends if you just call me Meredith, and I told you, I know I’m overbearing and pushy. But you look hungry and I don’t believe anyone should go hungry.”
She wanted to protest, but the meat turned out to be honey-baked ham and at the first whiff, her stomach gurgled. Joe’s mother grinned and prepared sandwiches. Apparently she’d stolen Joe’s mayonnaise, cheese, tomatoes, and lettuce, too. The generous sandwiches smelled delicious. In a few minutes she had a plate in front of her along with a steaming cup of tea, and the milk and sugar at the ready. Taking the chair opposite Melody’s, she nodded toward the food.
“I really don’t know what to say, Mrs…Meredith.” All good manners seemed to have failed her.
“Then eat and let me talk. I’ll say my piece and when I’m done you can say, ‘thank you, Meredith, but I’m okay,’ and I’ll leave you be.”
The words filled Melody with trepidation and her stomach cramped.
“Honey, you don’t need to be afraid of me. I promise. I don’t bite. I just want to tell you a story, okay?”
Nodding, Melody reached for the sugar and added a single teaspoon of it along with a splash of milk to the tea and stirred it slowly. Meredith nodded with approval and doctored hers.
“My sister, God rest her soul, was a good woman. She was loyal to a fault. The kind of woman you could rely on to take anything life threw at her—even when the one doing the throwing was her husband and what he used were his fists.”
Ice latched onto Melody’s spine. Everything inside her went still.
Meredith took time to cut her sandwich in half and when Melody still hadn’t touched her own, she reached over and cut hers in half before nudging the plate back toward her.
“She believed in her marriage, she believed in her vows, and she believed in her loyalty. So it didn’t matter what her husband did or how afraid it made her, she protected him even from her own family. From me. I’d like to say I knew what was going on, but I didn’t catch on for a while. She was very good at covering for him. But loud noises, they bothered her. Knocks on the door would make her jump, and God forbid she broke anything—even by accident.” Meredith sighed and took a sip of her tea.
Melody knew how the woman’s sister felt. The description echoed her life too closely. The fear in her gut gnawed at her spine. She dropped her gaze to the sandwich. She wanted to eat it.
But she feared throwing up.
“The problem with abuse, you see, is that it isolates the victim. It makes them think they have no one they can go to, especially when they’re embarrassed by what happened and they still love their abuser. Took me a long time to reconcile with that idea, particularly when he got into a rage one night and drove my sister off the road in his car and killed both of them. The police say it was an accident, but I’ve never been convinced.
I took their babies in and I raised them like my own and I learned about abuse—so I could help others the way I couldn’t help my sister.” Meredith cleared her throat. “And when Joe called me yesterday, I knew I needed to come here to meet you. And you don’t have to say anything or tell me about it. Joe says your man died, and I’m sorry for you and your little one.”
Why was his mother telling her all this? The fear turned to guilt and soured in her belly. Melody’s hands shook and she put the tea cup down. She pressed her lips together tightly. She wouldn’t cry or scream.
“My son has a heart as big as a house, and he wants to help you. So do I.”
“You don’t know me.” Melody finally got the words out. “He barely knows me. We met less than two days ago….”
“Don’t matter, honey. Some people, they meet and know right away what they want. My Joe, he’s never called me about a woman. Not ever. But he called me about you.”
She didn’t know how to respond to that. Frustration welled up. “I—he is wonderful and very sweet. But my focus is my little girl. She’s everything and….”
“Exactly how it should be.” Meredith nodded. “Which is why I think you and Joe need to go have that dinner. Joe’s daddy can drive you and sit somewhere else, and I can keep the baby for a bit….”
She didn’t want to go out to dinner. She didn’t want to be away from Libby. “Libby has a heart condition.”
“Joe said as much. So you’ll pick a place to eat close by, I saw a lot of restaurants out there on the way here from the airport. I have raised my fair share of babies, so you can tell me anything special I need to watch for and I’ll be vigilant as a hawk.”
“I can’t.” Melody pushed away from the table and stood up. “Mrs. Anderson, I appreciate the offer…really I do. But I don’t know you. I barely know Joe. I can’t do this right now. I need to be here for Libby.”
“Would you consider a compromise then?” If Melody’s rejection bothered her at all, Meredith didn’t show it.
The exhaustion returned all at once. She looked at his mother patiently.
“Have dinner with him next door, and I’ll keep Libby here. You won’t be more than a dozen steps away.”
Sinking back down, she propped her chin in her hand and stared at the woman. She couldn’t detect any deception or malice in her manner. She genuinely seemed to want to help.
“I’m sorry. You told me about your sister and now you want me to go eat with Joe and it all seems very rushed…I’m confused.”
“Mommas need time, too. You’ve been alone so long, you’re used to being alone. You’ve learned to fend for yourself—protecting the world from your fear and your pain. You bottle it and hold it close and it eats at you, like a cancer. You’re not broken, you’ve got spine and you just stood up to me and told me what you weren’t going to do. I’m glad, but I’m worried, too. I want to help, and if all I can do is sit and make a fuss of a beautiful baby so you can have a meal with my son, then I’d like to do that.”
It all sounded so utterly reasonable. “You can’t possibly want someone as damaged as I am for your son.”
“It’s not about what I want. It’s what Joe wants. He likes you. See, I know my son. He sets his sights on something, he’s not going to go anywhere. But he’ll treat you with kid gloves, gentle as a lamb, because he wants to protect you.”
“And you want to protect him?” Wariness surfaced through the tangle of guilt, fear, and frustration.
“Now don’t go putting words in my mouth. If you’d been some meek little mouse, I’d tell my son he could help you better by letting you get help elsewhere. But you’re not. You’re tough. I can see why he likes you. ’Course, if you don’t eat that sandwich, all that chewing you up inside is going to make you sick.”
Meredith sat relaxed as a queen in her chair, sipping her tea and nibbling on her own sandwich as if to show her how it was done.
“I’m a wreck.” If his mother wanted bold honesty, then so be it. “I’m a fraud. I’m taking charity from people who want to help a fellow Marine’s child when I’m not sorry he’s dead….” She sighed. “That isn’t true either because I am sorry he died. I didn’t wish Tuck dead…. It’s a mess. Joe and you are very kind, but I think it would be better if I finished folding my laundry, took care of my daughter, and got ready for her surgery in a couple of days.”
“Like I said, you have spine and now you have people, too. So eat your sandwich and I’ll help you with the laundry and I’ll even make supper this evening.”
“You don’t have to do that—” Why was the woman offering to do that? Hadn’t she said no? Melody frowned and took a bite of her sandwich.
“Of course, I do. My son is a Marine, tough and resourceful just like you. He sits in that wheelchair and doesn’t complain, doesn’t let on how much it bothers him, and he focuses on the task at hand. But he needs his momma and so here I am. If I’m not mistaken, he needs you, too.”
He’d said something about that the night before—needing to be needed. But wasn’t going out for food and letting his mother bully her into a dinner because he needed to be needed wrong?
“You’ve managed to completely confuse me, and now I feel bad for wanting to say no. How did you do that?’
“A mother’s secret gift. You’ll master it in a few years with your little one. Trust me. As for feeling bad—don’t. Joe should have to work some, but I like that you aren’t intimidated by me. Yes, I do.” Meredith smiled. “And you feel better.”
Oddly enough, she did. She took another bite. “You’re sneaky,” she said after swallowing.
“Thank you, dear.”


 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
“I’m sorry about my mom.” Joe couldn’t figure out how to make it right. The last thing he’d expected when he called to ask for her advice was a drop in from both his parents. No, I should have expected the visit, but Mom taking over and wanting the chat?
Melody sat across from him, a hint of amusement on her face, the expression so at odds with the few he’d glimpsed, he wasn’t sure what to say. “You don’t have to apologize for your mother. She’s very sweet—in a velvet tank kind of way.” The corner of her mouth twitched and Joe laughed.
“I think that’s the best description for her I’ve ever heard.” He toasted her with his beer bottle and took a drink. The dinner was simple, but tasty. Burgers and fries from a local restaurant along with a cherry cola for her and a beer for him. They sat in his apartment, with the front door wide open to the cool breeze. Seventy degrees in October…didn’t Texas know how to have an autumn?
“I like her and it’s okay.” She raised her Styrofoam cup and touched it to his beer bottle.
“It’s a little weird,” he teased. But having his parents right next door while he considered all the ways he might seduce his dinner date if she didn’t have emotional hang ups, a lifesaving surgery for her daughter, and his wheelchair in his way, definitely qualified for weird.
Her gaze slid to the right and she laughed. “Yes, it is a little weird. I feel like I should walk over and check on her.”
“You can you know. I don’t mind.” He missed the little bit, too, but he was confident his mother could handle her and they were right there.
“I know and you’re amazing that you don’t mind my distraction—”
“Hey, she’s your baby. That’s not a distraction, it’s a higher calling. Don’t ever apologize for thinking about her.” It came out crisper than he meant it and he regretted the tone. “Sorry, I shouldn’t snap.”
Her expression didn’t waver. “You didn’t snap. You were very authoritative.”
“That’s called snapping.” He grimaced. “And now I’m correcting you.”
She propped her chin in her hand and pulled a foot up onto the chair. She looked sixteen with her blonde hair pulled back from her face. He loved the relaxed smile on her face.
“You’re funny and you don’t have to handle me with kid gloves. I’m not going to break.”
“Who said—” My mother. He sighed. “Melody….”
She shook her head. “No. It’s okay. I think I needed to hear what your mom had to say, and I think I have enough courage in me from sleep, food, and velvet tanks to say what I need to say now.”
“Okay.” He tossed the napkin onto the table and tried to sit back in his chair. He could give her space and respect her wishes.
“We just met.” She licked her lips and the quick brush of her tongue distracted the hell out of him. “Realistically, we’re barely acquaintances. You know almost nothing about me and I know almost nothing about you—except maybe some of the important stuff. But I’m messed up, Joe. I made some mistakes, and I’ve been hiding behind a lot of lies for a long time.”
He didn’t interrupt or say anything. Each word seemed to be a struggle to push out.
“I met Tuck in high school. We were crazy about each other—or maybe I was plain crazy about him. He wanted to join the Marines and I wanted to go to college. When he asked me to marry him, it seemed really natural, you know.
“My parents—they were furious. They wanted me to wait at least until I finished school, but I said four years of college can’t change my mind. And I knew he had basic and then training and might be deployed, so us getting married didn’t mean I couldn’t go to school. It wasn’t really any different.” Mouth twisting, she laughed a humorless sound. “It’s amazing the things you tell yourself when you think you know everything.”
Joe allowed a slow nod. She wasn’t the first girl to regret a speedy marriage or a too-young one.
“And it seemed great, you know? We got married the summer after graduation, he left for basic in July, and I didn’t see him again until almost November. I went to college locally, a good school. I could have gone somewhere else, but I like Philadelphia and wanted to be close to our families. But I had tests the day he came home and I wasn’t there to greet him and I’d been carrying a pretty heavy load in classes—so I was really tired and I forgot to throw a party. It seems so stupid and trivial now, but he was really disappointed and I felt bad. He only had the week and I had so many projects due. He went back to base right after the holiday was over and suggested that I move there in January and change schools.” She stirred a french fry in the ketchup on her plate. “We talked all the time and he said how much he missed me and how tough it was and how much he enjoyed it. He promised we could get a little apartment near the base and be together. He still had his work and I could still go to school. So in January, as soon as the semester was over, I moved.”
“I can make a lot of excuses and say I was young, but we weren’t there two months when his orders came down for his assignment. He didn’t tell me that the base we were at wasn’t his final destination, and when I said I’d need to stay to finish at this new school, he said I couldn’t because we were in base housing and they wouldn’t cover it. So I had to withdraw and I can tell you what that did for my credits. It was too late in the semester to start again so I thought I’d wait for summer. Then he was deployed, and I was living in North Carolina and didn’t know anybody.”
Marrying a Marine could be hard on the spouse. “Didn’t any of the other wives or spouses reach out to you?”
“Yeah, but I was pretty focused at first and didn’t really seem to fit in. Tuck was always worried about what impression I gave and used to tell me it was better to let people think I was a little slow, rather than open my mouth and prove it.”
Joe’s fingers curled. Dick.
“His first deployment was a few weeks, well—like twelve—for training and then he was back. I was in the middle of trying to get accepted back at school. He insisted that I put it off again because he needed me. He was only home for three weeks then went on his first deployment to Afghanistan. Nine months, four days, and twenty-one hours. I managed another semester, but my grades struggled. It was weird, Tuck’s emails were short and grew terser the longer he was there and when he came home….” She blew out a breath. “When he came home, I made the mistake of doing homework instead of fixing dinner one night, and he threw my books in the trash. When I tried to get them out, he yelled at me. He’d said hard things before—but not like that.”
She went silent for a long time.
“He grew abusive.” Not that he didn’t sound abusive before, but something in the way she held herself told him that was the first time her husband had hit her. “A hand grab here—bruises on my arm—or a broken plate and I got cut—nothing really mean, but when he came home from his second deployment, he was a stranger.” Her voice remained remarkably strong despite the quaver he could hear beneath the words. “I was still in school and I asked teachers to help me advance, finishing the semester early when he let me know he was coming home, because I didn’t dare have any homework in the house. I thought it would be better if he didn’t think he was competing for my attention.”
“But it wasn’t. Sweetheart, why didn’t you talk to his commanding officer? Or someone on the base? We know some men come home changed—and they need help.”
“I couldn’t do that to him.” Her eyes widened and she shook her head. “The first time he hit me, he didn’t mean it. I know he didn’t. He actually seemed stunned. I chipped my tooth and my nose was bleeding. He apologized and promised it would be better and it was, for a long time. But his nightmares never went away. I had to slip out of bed after he was out and sleep on the floor because he-he attacked once. And he didn’t mean it….”
He wouldn’t argue with her, not when she shook her head so hard.
“But when they wanted him to deploy again, I told him he should stay and see about getting help and….”
Joe sighed. He’d seen cases of it—too many. Combat was hard on everyone in the family, harder still when the Marine struggled with it.
“That time, deployment lasted eighteen months and I finished my degree. I got a job and was ready for when he came home, ready to take it on and fix it, but nothing got through to him. He only understood sex, food, and when he got upset he would just lash out. He always promised to get help, and sometimes we could go a whole week and then it would start over again.” She sat up, slid her foot back to the floor, and rubbed her face. “God, I sound like some Lifetime movie.”
“No, you sound like a strong woman determined to stay with the man she loved even when he didn’t treat her well.” Understanding that combat and stress damaged the man didn’t make him want to beat him any less for taking it out on his wife.
“His unit was reassigned, and he didn’t get a promotion he thought he was due, and when his contract came up for renewal, he signed it and volunteered to go back. The night he told me was the same night I found out I was pregnant. He was shipping out in two days—” She bit her lower lip and dropped her attention to the plate. “And for the first time I was a coward, I didn’t tell him. I made sure the meal was perfect, I didn’t argue or give him lip, I took his insults and I let him—we had sex—and I kissed him goodbye when he left. I was glad that he was deployed because it meant he wouldn’t hit me while I was pregnant. I hoped the baby would be there by the time he came back and….”
“And everything would be different.” Joe rubbed a finger to the side of his nose. The little act kept him from clenching his hands into fists—fists that would only scare her.
“Yes. I told him in an email about the baby and he was really excited. He got a chance to Skype me and for a few minutes it was like talking to my Tuck again. He was so full of plans—”
Joe knew what was coming, he’d gotten the report.
“And then he died. An IED and we didn’t have a body to bury.” She exhaled and lifted her gaze, staring at him as though she stared into the eyes of a firing squad. “And I was relieved.”
He sat forward and held his hand out to her, resting it on the table and waited. She looked down at his outstretched fingers and back up with far more trepidation than he thought he could stand before resting her fingers on his. “It’s okay.”
“But it’s not—he died. The man I was supposed to love, the man I defied my parents for, I gave up all these things for—he died. The father of my baby, a Marine, serving his country and I was relieved. Now I’m here and taking the charity of all these fine men and women because Tuck was a Marine, and I’m a liar and a fraud and a….”
“A survivor.” Joe held her hand gently. “You’re a survivor, Melody. You didn’t wish him dead, and you sure as hell didn’t kill him. You suffered and you are allowed to feel relief at the end of your suffering.”
“But he’s dead….”
“He died doing his job. Right, wrong, or indifferent, he died leading the life he chose to lead. We all know what can happen to us over there, we all know that we may come back in pieces, if it all. You married your high school sweetheart and lived in hell to stay with him. You didn’t leave him, didn’t walk away, didn’t report him or ask for help even when you had every right to it. Do not be upset with yourself for being relieved. Hell, I’m relieved for you.” Because I don’t have to kill the son of a bitch. He could rationalize that getting the man help would have been sufficient, but a man didn’t beat his wife.
Period.
“I told you, I’m a mess.”
“Okay.” Joe brushed his thumb along the side of her hand. Her skin was soft. “Well, as you can so readily see, I’m one-hundred percent tip top perfect.”
“Well….” Her weepy smile turned up. “You kind of are.”
Masculine pride bloomed in his chest, but he kept his focus on the prize. “We’re all damaged, sweetheart. Some scars you can’t see. I like you. I can live with messy.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
And there was the kick in the gut. He half-expected it. “Well, like you said, we just met. And we have a lotta time to work on it.”
Her laugh was a breath of fresh air in the dark conversation. “You’re a bit of a velvet tank, too.”
“I learned from the best. But I tell you what, I know someone I want you to meet, and I want you to seriously consider talking to him—about everything. Libby. Tuck. You. Hell, you can talk to him about me. We can put anything back together. We only have to want to.” He’d heard that enough over the last few weeks, maybe he finally could believe it.
She squeezed his hand and the sensation went all the way to his heart. “After her surgery.”
“Okay.” He would give her all the time she needed.


 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Melody couldn’t have been more prepared for Monday morning. She slept hours at a stretch. Meredith and Joe took turns sitting with her and Libby, making sure she could shower, eat meals, and watch more football—although the night before, Meredith insisted on a movie and Melody had fallen asleep on Joe’s arm watching an old black and white film noir. The Marine captain and his parents took her and her daughter under their wings and as profoundly grateful as she was, she didn’t want to get used to it.
What happened when Joe got better? Or if she couldn’t be more than friends? Her attraction for the man overwhelmed her, and she constantly had to remind herself he was still in recovery and she should be worried about her daughter, not thinking about what his lips would feel like.
But while standing in the surgical waiting room as her daughter disappeared behind the heavy doors for a procedure that could improve the quality of her life and end it in the same breath—everything crashed in on her. She couldn’t move. Her rigid muscles cramped, her chest hurt, and spots danced before her eyes. Joe’s voice came from so very far away she struggled to hear it, but the spots blurred together and blackness swallowed her whole.
Sound came back first, a steady thump echoing in her ear. She opened her eyes and stared up at Joe. His cheer pushed back the dark curtains shrouding her mind.
“Hey, there you are….”
He caught her hand.
“You hyperventilated and passed out. But you’re okay.” A doctor appeared over his shoulder. At least she thought he was a doctor. He wore a white coat and a stethoscope.
“You’re going to be fine, Mrs. Carter.” The doctor echoed Joe’s words. “But we’d like you to rest for a little while longer, and we want to check your blood pressure again.”
Uncertain, she glanced at Joe, but he watched her steadily—not sharing his thoughts, whatever they might be. She nodded to the doctor. The pressure on her arm increased and she realized it was a blood pressure cuff. Closing her eyes, she burrowed her head against Joe’s shoulder. Wait. Her eyes opened wider. They were in a room, Joe sat on the bed and she sat on his lap.
“Your back—” She fumbled with the mask, but he caught it and pressed it back into place.
“I’m fine. I caught you and I figured if I had to hold you for a bit we could sit here. Okay?”
He caught me.
His chair sat parked a foot or two away. The cast on Joe’s right leg was barely visible in her periphery. He’d gotten out of the chair and caught her. What if she’d hurt him?
Lips pressed against her forehead. “Shh. Just breathe.”
“Libby?” Her voice sounded wildly muffled.
“Still in surgery, you were only out a few minutes. But breathe, okay?”
She tried to relax and ignore the pressure on her arm, the coldness of the air filling her lungs, or the decided emptiness in her gut. She couldn’t lose her little girl.
 
 
Leaving her alone with James was one of the hardest things Joe had ever done. The psychologist arrived and asked for a few minutes. He waited until Melody nodded before letting her go. His pride forced him to limp the steps from the hospital bed before putting himself back into the wheelchair. His back ached from catching her, but he embraced the pain. James gave him a mild, reproving frown, but he ignored it. The wonder in Melody’s gaze satisfied him.
Or it had, until he took up his post outside, back in the damn wheelchair again. A warm, feminine touch closed on his shoulder, and he reached up to grasp his mother’s hand. He wasn’t too proud to admit that her presence provided a balm to his soul.
“She’s not going to stay, Momma.”
“No baby, not yet. She’s not ready.”
It was bad enough to believe it, worse to hear it from his momma. “Did I do the right thing, calling them?”
“You did. The psychologist fellow, he’ll know what to recommend. He can find her good people to help her help herself.”
“I never believed in it before.” A muscle twitched in his jaw, and his leg ached from his ankle to his hip, like it had been shredded with bullets all over again.
“Believed in what?” Meredith Anderson stared at him with patience and wisdom—both of which he wished he possessed right then.
“Love at first sight. Always thought it was a lot of hogwash for romance fairy tales.”
“Of course you did.” She brushed her fingers across his forehead, as though straightening his close-cropped hair. It was military perfect in cut, but the familiar gesture comforted him nonetheless. “You’ve never fallen in love before.”
“Or lost the girl.” He frowned.
“You haven’t lost her.”
“Momma, she doesn’t want me….”
“Joseph Cooper Anderson, you should be concentrating on getting well. You’ve saved her. You braved that firefight and got her out, and now she’s where folks can help her. You also gave her a lifeline to hang onto while that sweet baby gets surgery. It’s time to trust her to get well while you do the same.” She turned the chair around and knelt so she could gaze into his eyes. “You have good instincts, solid, honorable, upstanding instincts and you make me proud every day to call myself your momma. Now you trust those men and women who’ve been helping you to help her. You want her whole, yes?”
“Of course….”
“And you want to be whole yourself, yes?”
He bowed his head. “Yes, Momma.”
“All right then. One step at a time. Have faith, baby. God doesn’t let you find love to take it away like that.”
“Yes, Momma.” He’d have to trust God. Life hadn’t been particularly kind of late.
 
 
The hours dragged by, but Joe stayed with her. They played more cards, ate the food his mother brought by, and drank coffee until Melody thought she might turn into a cup of it herself.
The psychologist gave her a lot of options and introduced her to another psychologist, a woman named Claire Rogan. James Westwood recommended Doctor Rogan highly—even if she was Navy. The camaraderie between the two set her at ease, but it wasn’t until James left and Claire sat down to talk to her that she realized how hard she clenched her hands.
Joe covered her fists and brought her back to the present. His touch didn’t bother her. Just a few days before, she’d been terrified to open her door to him. It baffled and delighted her. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He smiled. “For what?”
“For being here. For being my friend. For knocking on the door because you heard Libby crying and for not running away when you discovered what a train wreck I am.”
He chuckled and lifted her hand to his lips. The kiss he pressed to her knuckles sent a flutter through her insides. “Thanks for answering the door and letting me in. And you’re not a train wreck; you’re a work in progress.”
“Claire told me about a program they have—for women like me.” She chewed her lower lip. “Do you know the story behind the founding of Mike’s Place?”
Joe shook his head. He cradled her hand in his and kept stroking her palm. “No, I don’t think so.”
“The man who founded it—”
“Captain Dexter.” Joe’s lips quirked. “I know him.”
“Of course you do.” She grinned. Joe probably knew everyone. He was that kind of a guy, trustworthy, honorable—gorgeous. “Anyway, he had a friend in the service and I don’t remember all the details, I don’t think I really absorbed it all.”
“’S okay. Just tell me what you can remember.” The constant petting of his fingers on her skin muddled her thoughts.
“They were in the same unit, but when Mike came home, he was suffering from PTSD, or at least they believe that was the issue. He hurt his wife, killed her and then himself.” She wanted to say it never occurred to her that Tuck might have done that to her someday, but she couldn’t lie—not to herself, not anymore. “Captain Dexter decided to start this facility, in part to help guys like Mike and other veterans and to help their families.”
It surprised her, how accepting Claire had been.
“Sounds like Luke. The facility is relatively new, but it’s gained quite the reputation. I know a lot of the men working here, or at least have a passing acquaintance with them. Good people.”
The endorsement made her feel better. “They have a program for spouses like me.” She didn’t want to say abused. She hated the label and the connotations. “Claire said that when Libby was ready, she would recommend me into it. They’ll offer counseling, relocation, and support to get back on my feet. It’s also close enough to here that Libby would still have access to her physicians and….” How could that sound to him? Her going on about leaving and he would still be there?
“I think it’s a great idea if that’s what you want to do.”
“I don’t know if want is the right word.” Between the fainting, the confusion, the jumping at loud noises, and the crazy flutters in her belly every time he touched her—want, need, and should got mixed up in her mind.
“Okay.” He tipped his head to the side, studying her. “What’s the right word?”
“I think I need to do it, for me and for Libby. I want to be a whole woman again. I never stopped fighting—even if my rebellions were little things.” Like my degree. “But I have poured everything into getting through each day.”
“I think that’s great. What can I do to support you?”
Her heart melted and to her horror, tears filled her eyes. “You just did.”
He cupped her cheek and she bent her forehead to his. She wanted to kiss him—but not with all the confusion swirling through her. It wasn’t right. Not yet. “I want to be here for you, too. Your leg and your recovery….”
“Shh. I got this. You need to focus on you and Libby. I can take care of me.” He looked like he wanted to say more.
“Is it wrong that I know I need to do this and I’m terrified to go and leave—but I’m more terrified not to?” Am I even making sense? She needed help to sort out the morass of guilt and pain she wallowed in, but she’d just met Joe. What if he found someone else? Someone not damaged?
But didn’t he deserve that?
If only the doctors would come out and tell her everything went great. That Libby would be fine and her heart would heal normal. Then Melody could focus on her own heart.
“Whiskey tango foxtrot, Melody.”
The words threw her and she leaned back to stare at him. “What?”
“Exactly. We’re whiskey tango foxtrot. You need to heal, so do I. I want you to heal. I want to be there for you, too. But that’s not what you need. So right now, we focus on getting Libby through this and being together. And whether it’s tomorrow or next week or next month, you go with Doctor Rogan and you get the help you need. We clear up the whiskey tango foxtrot and then we take it from there.”
“You’re a little too perfect,” she admitted with a watery laugh and he pressed a kiss to her palm.
“Only the best for my girls.”
His girls. It had a nice ring to it.
“Mrs. Carter?” The doctor’s voice pulled her around and she stood, clenching Joe’s hand tight as she did. The surgeon walked toward her in his dark green scrubs. “She did great. Real great. We’re moving her to the PICU and you can go in to see her shortly. We’re not out of the woods, but we can definitely see the light.”
Relief soaked into all of the cracked and splintered places in her soul.
“She’s going to be okay?”
“I think so. We’ll know more in the morning, but she’s a fighter.”
“Of course she is, she’s like her momma,” Joe murmured and squeezed her hand.


 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Six months later….
The warm April evening melted off the snow and teased a hint of green from the trees on the historical street. The cab slowed and Joe leaned forward to check the address. The Grand Hotel. This is the place. He read the total on the meter and slid a twenty through the payment box to the driver.
“Thanks, man. Keep the change.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The muscles in his right leg clenched as he slid out of the cab and stood. Even after months of therapy and recovery, he still led with his right leg and always experienced a brief moment of doubt that it would hold. His dress blues earned some attention from passersby on the street. Pulling his cover off as he stepped inside the lobby, he tucked it under his arm. He was a few minutes early, but he scanned the lobby for a familiar blonde head.
In the months since Libby’s surgical success and Melody’s transfer to another facility, a day hadn’t passed where he didn’t think about her. Melody didn’t say a lot about herself that first month. Emails came first—little notes—progress reports about her daughter. He wrote her back, always happy to hear. And then she included pictures.
Libby sitting up.
Clapping her hands.
Beaming her cherubic smile at the camera.
The baby flourished.
The cast finally came off his leg and the doctor’s agreed—he would regain full function in his leg. Intense rounds of physical therapy got him back on his feet. He traded her pictures of Libby pulling herself up with pictures of him doing the same thing. He hesitated at first, but he wasn’t ashamed of his vulnerability.
The first standing-up picture earned him a phone call.
Her voice poured over him like liquid gold. Gone were the tiny catches and quaver under the words. Like her daughter, she thrived and began to come to terms with the choices and direction in her life. It wasn’t long before their weekly phone calls turned into twice a week and sometimes three times. The emails became text messages.
The day he checked out of Mike’s Place to return to active duty, he received a teddy bear dressed like a Marine in the mail. The note told him his girls were thinking of him and they sent a Bearine Honor Guard to watch over him. The bear had a place of honor in his bedroom on base.
He walked calmly through the lobby, not seeing her. The invitation to meet had surprised the hell out of him. They’d agreed to wait a few months, to heal, to stay in touch—but when she said she was in the city and wanted to see him—yeah, no way he would miss the opportunity.
“Joe?” Her voice washed over him.
Pivoting, he blew out a long breath and drank in the sight of her, barely noticing the green dress or the pair of heels—except that they gave her calves definition. What he saw were warm hazel eyes, a soft smile, and color filling her cheeks. Gone were the hollows and shadows and pinched lines holding her hostage. Her golden hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back. His body throbbed and peace flooded through him.
She’s here.
One step toward her and she wrapped her arms around him. He closed the loop, half lifting her up. Her breath feathered across his neck, and the clean, fresh scent of her hair filled his nostrils. He closed his eyes and savored the feel of her in his arms. A tension he barely remembered unlocked and relaxed in his soul. The hardest thing in the world had been tucking her into that cab at Mike’s Place and watching the yellow-checkered vehicle carry her and Libby away.
But to protect her, he’d needed to let her go. He pushed the empty, lonely moments away. She was there.
He leaned back. “Where’s Libby?”
“Across the street—at the other hotel with your mom and dad.”
His parents were there? He frowned then laughed. Of course they were.
“I hope you don’t mind—I wanted the chance to see you—and let you see the new me. By ourselves.” Her smile never faltered.
He brushed the hair back behind her ear, marveling at the change in her. She was still the same, beautiful woman who’d captivated him all those months ago. The air of fragility, however, was gone.
“Of course I don’t mind. I can be greedy with my girls one at a time.” Was she still his girl? The increasing wattage in her grin eased that concern.
She held up a key. “I wanted to invite you out to dinner—but how do you feel about room service?”
His body pulsed at the suggestion. But he wouldn’t leap to any conclusions. “I could eat on a park bench with you.”
Melody tossed her head back and laughed, the full, throaty sound echoing with genuine mirth. She had changed—and all for the positive. Her shell cracked wide open and revealed the beautiful woman underneath. He shifted and offered his arm. She tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow, and his chest puffed out with pride as they walked across the lobby to the elevator.
“How long are you here?” He wouldn’t press for more, not yet.
Inside the elevator, she pushed a button for an upper floor. “A week right now. I have some job interviews lined up, and if they work out, I could be here longer.”
He nodded, ordering his inner excitement to calm down. “Let me know if I can help. I have connections, you know.”
The doors opened and they strolled out together. She motioned to the left and he turned. “You didn’t even ask what kind of job I’m looking for.” Her grin turned impish.
“Don’t care. You’ll be amazing and anyone who hires you will be damn lucky if you agree to work for them.” Few things in life were so certain for him. This was definitely one. “But since you brought it up, what is your degree in?”
She giggled and slid the card key into the door. He pushed it open and held it for her and she strolled inside. God, she was so amazing. The confident, sassy sway to her hips drove most of his good intentions toward a cliff and tossed them off the edge.
Dropping the card and her purse on the dresser next to the flat screen television, she pivoted to face him. “Accounting.”
“Ugh.” He made a face. “Accounting?”
“Oh yeah. I’m the sexy accountant. I think numbers are hot.” The playfulness took his breath away. Walking up to him, she settled a hand against his chest. “Like the number of times you held my hand—”
He heard the suggestion in the words and set his cover on the closest table before capturing her hand on his chest with his own. His heart thumped.
“Or how many times I thought about how gorgeous you were.” She rolled her pink tongue across her lower lip and the last of his good intentions. “Or how often I wished I’d kissed you—”
He slanted his mouth over hers. Electricity sizzled through him, like coming home and flinging himself into a hurricane all at the same time. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he stroked his hands down her spine. She fit him perfectly, her soft, sweet contours molding to his body.
The plan to take her out to dinner, maybe a little dancing, spoil her with presents and lavish her with attention fizzled out. Gliding his tongue along the seam of her lips, he sought and received access. Her mouth opened to him like a flower drinking in the sun. She tasted of honey, sweet tea, and lazy summer nights. A man could get drunk on the flavor of her.
When they came up for air, he panted. “That’s one.”
She blinked at him slowly. “What?”
“That’s one kiss. I have so many others I want to try.” He nuzzled her cheek, the warm skin so soft beneath his lips. She dug her fingers into his shoulders and laughed.
The seductive sound went straight to his dick, rousing a whole new collection of thoughts and wants—like stripping the dress off and kissing every inch of her sensuous body. He wanted to hear her sigh and more. He wanted to feel her come. He wanted to chase away any lingering shadows and fill them with pleasure until they were both drunk from it.
“I have a plan,” she said and went to work on the buttons of his jacket. Yes, this was definitely a plan he could appreciate.
“Yeah? I like plans.” He found the zipper on the back of her dress and nudged it downward.
“I’m going to find a job.” She pushed his shoulders back so she could strip the jacket down his arms. He let go of her long enough to lose it and set it aside.
Her dress gaped over her shoulders and gave him a glimpse of her breasts filling out the lacy cups. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. She stepped back and let the dress slide down her arms and pool at her feet. His brain short-circuited. She wore a delicate lace bra and a pair of matching boy shorts. Every inch of her was creamy smooth and sweet as sugar. “And a nice place to live. Something not too expensive, but in a nice neighborhood.”
“Uh huh.” He allowed the luxury of tracing a finger along the lip of her bra, just barely touching her skin. The nipple puckered beneath the fabric.
She went to work on his belt. “And I want to date—a lot.”
He flicked his gaze up to her face. “I’m sorry.”
“I want to date you a lot. I want to go out to nice dinners, to movies, dancing, social functions….”
She unbuttoned his fly and his cock tensed at the nearness of her hand. He nudged off his shoes and slid one finger under the strap of her bra. A smile curved her lips, and she pushed the pants open and down his hips. He let her go and stepped out. Their underwear was all that stood between them.
She wore confidence like lingerie—and damn she could rock it.
“So just dating?” he asked, closing the distance between them. He wanted to see her breasts.
She ran her hands up and down his chest, and he traced his fingers along her spine. She’d filled out in the intervening months. All soft curves and glowing skin.
“And other—recreational activities.” A hint of shyness veiled the boldness in her eyes.
He grinned, tugging her bra away until her breasts came free. “I like recreational activities.”
He wasn’t sure if he should slow down, but he took his time. Touching her arms, gliding caresses over her shoulders and back, finally circling one breast. The stiff nipples beckoned him, but he listened to the inner voice urging patience.
She mirrored his touches, running her palms over his chest. Her eyes widened and she stared at him. He knew she focused on the scars from the bullet wounds or the pale skin around the line of a surgical incision. The field work hadn’t been pretty.
“I’m really interested in embracing the recreational activities.” She lifted her gaze to meet his and leaned into him until her breasts brushed his chest. His cock gave a little jerk and she laughed. “I know it might seem fast.”
“No.” He stroked his hand through her hair. “It doesn’t seem like anything. It’s perfect. What happens after the dating and recreational activities?” He focused on the conversation because his body was already four steps ahead and wanting her on the bed, straddling him, riding his cock until they both pitched into bliss.
She pressed a kiss to his collar bone, the tender gesture spearing through him. “Well, I thought we could take an inventory every six months or so. See where you were and I am and maybe in a year, you would propose and we would have a big wedding and in a couple of years—give Libby a baby brother or sister.” Her teeth grazed along his throat, little nipping kisses that drove all the blood out of his brain and south.
Closing his hands on her ass, he tugged her closer and tortured himself with a slow grind against her. She groaned and then their mouths fused. He lifted her, his back letting out the tiniest of protests, but he ignored it. Sitting on the bed, he pulled her onto his lap until she straddled him. The fabric of her panties and his briefs kept his cock contained, but the languid roll of her rubbing along his length threatened the last shred of his control.
“So,” he murmured between kisses, “find a job. Find an apartment. Date. Make love. Propose, Wedding. Baby. That’s the plan?”
She let out a shaky breath and stared at him. The first trace of uncertainty filtered into her eyes. “If you—if you’re okay with that.”
He groaned softly. “Baby, I’m okay with anything that means I get to be with you and you’re happy. I love you.”
Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I love you, too. I don’t know when or how—but not a moment goes by when I haven’t thought about you or wanted to be here—right here—just like this. But I also wanted to be whole for you, for me, for—” She choked on the words.
He kissed the tears trickling down her cheeks. “For our little girl. I know and it’s why I waited and worked on me. No more whiskey tango foxtrot.”
“No. No more—just us.”
“Us. I’m going to make love to you now.” He cupped her breast, caressing the nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Her mouth opened in a silent gasp, and he caught her lips in a long kiss. She surged, straining against him.
“Okay. That’s skipping ahead in the plan.”
Her shaky laugh deepened with a husky note and he lifted, flipping her around until she lay on the bed and he loomed over her. Hooking his fingers into her panties, he stripped them down.
The sight of the blonde curls between her thighs damn near made him come on the spot. He wondered if she understood the depth of how much he wanted her. “Then let me eat first—so we can call this a date….”
Nudging her thighs apart, he pressed a kiss to the inside of her leg, and she let out a moan that rolled over him like a physical caress.
“Joe—” she whispered.
“Yeah, baby?”
“I missed you.”
“I missed you, too.” He licked her sex in a gentle kiss and groaned at the sweet flavor bursting on his tongue. He teased her with soft licks, and long pulls on her clit. He wanted to be inside her, and that thought sobered him. He lifted his head, fighting for control. Son of a bitch.
“What’s wrong?” She pushed up onto her elbows.
“I didn’t think to bring—” He could do this—he could give her pleasure.
“My purse.”
“What?” It was his turn to blink.
“There are condoms in my purse.”
“I love you.” He pressed a kiss to her clit and sucked hard until she thrashed.
“Oh my God. I know—but get the condom….”
He laughed, pushing free of the bed, then flipped open the catch on her bag. And there they were, waiting like the best prizes in the box—three condoms. He admired her faith in him. Sheathing himself, he all but fell into her waiting arms and thrust inside her.
Her kisses grew more eager and their tongues dueled. Her fingers became frantic as she pulled at his shoulders. They surged together until he forgot all the long months keeping them apart. Her orgasm triggered his and he came with a force that took his breath away.
They lay together, drowsy and replete. He cradled her. She was so pale to his darker skin, and so perfect in the complement. She’d taken his heart the night he’d knocked on her door and she opened it with such caution and trepidation. It hadn’t been easy and they still had a long road to travel.
She opened her eyes and he lifted her head to look at him. The adoration in her face filled him with the most extraordinary glee. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t been easy.
“Would you mind if we amended the plan to six months of dating and then moving in together?” He grinned slowly. “I promise you’ll still get a romantic proposal.”
“I think I’m open to negotiation.”
“Excellent.” He caressed her hip. “It could take us several rounds to hammer out the details.”
She stretched against him and kissed his jaw. “Are you up to the assignment, Marine?”
“Oh, yes, ma’am.” Scorching heat licked along his flesh and his cock twitched. “I’m definitely up for it.”
“You’re easy.” The lighthearted note in her voice made his soul sing. She made his soul sing. God knew their lives hadn’t been about the easy moments—but she was a survivor, they both were.
“Only for you.” With her by his side, he could handle anything.
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